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Abstract 

The research investigates understandings and experiences of pedagogical autonomy and the 

factors inhibiting or enabling it at three key stages in the early career of secondary Religious 

Education (RE) teachers.  

 
Utilising a simple understanding of ‘pedagogy’, ‘pedagogical autonomy’ is defined as individual 

teachers being free to make their own decisions about the teaching strategies they use in their 

classroom and to draw upon a wide range of these.  A phenomenological methodology and 

qualitative research paradigm are adopted, using semi-structured in-depth-face-to-face 

interviews with a purposive sample of twelve secondary RE teachers at three key stages in their 

early career.  Using a phenomenological thematic analysis of the data, five factors emerge that 

are found to inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy.   

 
The research questions, literature and analysis of findings are then reviewed, leading to the 

identification of three interrelated threads or skeins of pedagogical autonomy in the early career 

of secondary RE teachers.  These are: pedagogical autonomy and professionalism; pedagogical 

autonomy and the allocation of resources; pedagogical autonomy and relationships.   

The three skeins present a rich and complex picture of pedagogical autonomy in the early career 

of secondary RE teachers.  In reflecting on these, three characteristics of an enabling school/RE 

department climate for pedagogical autonomy are established.  These are: an informed and 

responsible use of pedagogical autonomy as an aspect of professionalism; a manageable 

teacher workload, appropriately allocated subject time, and a flexible physical learning 

environment; constructive developmental relationships with people and frameworks. 

 
The research makes an original contribution to knowledge by: providing an empirical study into 

the real lives of secondary RE teachers and thereby adding to current research in the field; 

focusing on the understanding and experiences of early career secondary RE teachers and 

integrating the distinct areas of pedagogy (in its simple sense) and autonomy through  

pedagogical autonomy, in a way not found in the literature reviewed; identifying three interrelated 

skeins of pedagogical autonomy that present a complex picture of it in the early career of 

secondary RE teachers; establishing three interrelated characteristics of a school/RE department 

climate for enabling pedagogical autonomy.  

 
The research has relevance for: schools; RE departments; universities involved in initial teacher 

training; other subject disciplines beyond an RE context; policy-makers involved in the 

recruitment and retention of teachers; academics/researchers interested in pedagogical 

autonomy and the development of early career secondary teachers. 
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Glossary of Terms 

Induction Tutor: In each school there is an induction tutor who is responsible for overseeing 

newly qualified teachers (NQTs).  He/she is responsible for providing/co-ordinating support, 

devising an induction programme and conducting formal assessments throughout the NQT 

year.   

Mentor: Trainee teachers (TTs) have a subject mentor on school placements who is an 

experienced teacher.  He/she is responsible for supporting the TT’s learning and 

development, organising their teaching programme, reviewing their progress towards 

meeting the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011) and coaching them in mentor meetings. 

Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT): This is a teacher who is in their first year of teaching and 

having been recommended for the award of Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) at the end of 

their training year is now working towards having it ratified at the end of their NQT year.  This 

induction year has to be passed if a teacher is to become a fully qualified teacher.  It must be 

noted that it will take an NQT longer than one year to complete it if they are working part-

time. 

Placement: This is the school-based training part of Initial Teacher Training (ITT) courses.  

TTs on secondary Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) courses must spend a 

minimum of 120 days on school placements in two contrasting settings.  

Professional Tutor: In each school there is a senior member of staff who oversees the 

school’s mentors and works alongside the mentor in assessing the TT and completing the 

necessary reports on progress made. 

Qualified Teacher Status (QTS): The accreditation that is required to teach in maintained 

or special schools in England.  This is gained by meeting the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 

2011).  It is not necessary to achieve this in order to teach in an academy, free school or 

private school. 

Recently Qualified Teacher (RQT): This is a teacher who has completed their NQT year 

and is now in the early years of teaching.  They are still subject to appraisal and continue to 

gather evidence of achievement towards the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011), so they can 

apply for the upper pay scale when certain criteria are met. 

Trainee Teacher (TT): This is anyone who is undertaking a Department for Education (DfE) 

accredited course of Initial Teacher Training (ITT) that may lead to QTS.  For the purpose of 

this thesis, it is a teacher who is in their PGCE teacher training year and working towards 

being recommended for QTS.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1 Questions 

My key research question is: 

 

What factors inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary 

Religious Education (RE) teachers? 

 

In exploring this, my research sub-questions are:  

 What do early career secondary RE teachers understand by ‘pedagogical autonomy’ 

at key stages in their professional development? 

 What are the experiences of pedagogical autonomy for early career secondary RE 

teachers at key stages in their professional development? 

 

1.2 Aims 

In my research I aim to: 

I. investigate the factors that affect early career secondary RE teachers’ pedagogical 

autonomy at key stages in their professional development; 

II. discover the understandings of pedagogical autonomy held by early career 

secondary RE teachers at key stages in their professional development; 

III. explore the experiences of pedagogical autonomy for early career secondary RE 

teachers at key stages in their professional development; 

IV. contribute to the fields of knowledge in autonomy and pedagogy and make 

connections between them in the context of early career secondary RE teachers at 

key stages in their professional development. 
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1.3 The Personal Context 

My title, research questions and aims arise out of: 

a) critical reflection on my own experience with trainee teachers (TTs) as a route leader 

of a one year Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) RE course at a 

university in the south of England;  

b) the findings of my own prior research (Newlands, 2012, 2013, 2014); 

c) an initial survey of the recent literature in education regarding pedagogy and 

autonomy.   

In documenting the above three aspects of my doctoral journey, I aim to add to the reflexivity 

of my current research and contextualise it.  Furthermore, throughout my career as a 

secondary school RE teacher and university lecturer, I have maintained a critical interest in 

both simple and complex understandings of pedagogy (see Ch.3.4).  

 

1.3.1 Experience 

Utilising a simple understanding of ‘pedagogy, ‘pedagogical autonomy’ is defined as 

individual teachers being free to make their own decisions about the teaching strategies they 

use in their classroom and to draw upon a wide range of these (see Ch.2.1). 

 

In my experience, prior to conducting this research, as a route leader of a secondary PGCE 

RE course, a mixed picture emerged regarding TTs’ opportunities to make autonomous 

decisions about the teaching strategies they used during school placements.  Great 

autonomy was being offered to many to draw upon a wide range of teaching strategies but 

limited autonomy to some.  Also, the extent to which TTs saw a wide range of teaching 

strategies being used by mentors and class teachers varied.  Thus, some TTs were able to 

develop further in their relationship with teaching strategies than others.  Feedback from 

some TTs identified a mismatch between their university-based training where they were 

encouraged to use a wide range of teaching strategies by me and the reality of their school 

placements.  During school placements, they may have been actively discouraged from 
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using certain teaching strategies or told to work within a narrow remit of those followed by 

their school mentor.   

 

On his first school placement, a TT on the PGCE RE course that I lead was keen to use 

experiential teaching strategies e.g. re-enactment, stilling and guided visualisation.  

However, he was actively discouraged from doing so by his mentor (who was also the head 

of RE).  His mentor told him ‘We do not do that sort of thing here!’ without any discussion 

about why this was the case, so the trainee teacher (TT) was none the wiser about why 

these teaching strategies were not used.  If the mentor had engaged in a discussion with the 

TT, it would at least have helped him understand her reasons and he would have been able 

to reflect on these. Thus, his pedagogical autonomy was constrained by the mentor 

enforcing her own or the RE department position, that he had to abide by.  This surprised 

me, as it seemed to defeat what I see as one function of the PGCE year and the two school 

placements experienced by TTs, which is to use and reflect upon a wide range of teaching 

strategies, even those not used by a TT’s mentor or the RE department in a particular 

school.   

 

Whereas, another TT on his second school placement reported that he was being actively 

encouraged by his mentor to adopt the teaching strategies used in the RE department, but 

also try out others, even those not necessarily used by his mentor.  This mentor had a 

slightly different attitude to using a wide range of teaching strategies, the purpose of the 

school placements and trying out strategies than the mentor above.  On his previous 

placement, this TT had been discouraged from using particular teaching strategies as they 

were seen as inappropriate and did not fit in with the department’s understanding of the 

nature, aims and purposes of RE.   

 

The above TTs’ experiences demonstrate the role and importance of the mentor in allowing 

or restricting pedagogical autonomy, the varied experiences of TTs across different schools 
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and departments and different understandings of the purpose of school placements.  

Hobson et al’s (2006) research resonates with this, identifying a minority of TTs expressing 

disappointment at not having experienced greater autonomy on at least one of their school 

placements during their PGCE year, similar to the two TTs above.  The main issues arising 

in Hobson et al’s (2006) research were that TTs ‘felt constrained in their ability to teach ‘in 

their own way’ and ‘were frustrated by critical school-based mentors whom they perceived 

as wanting to produce clones of themselves’ (pp.290-291).  

 

Furthermore, another ex-TT vented her frustration to me at a lack of autonomy during school 

placements to use a wider range of teaching strategies and looking forward to her NQT year 

remarked ’I can’t wait till September when I  have my own classroom and can teach the way 

I want to.’  Therefore, she believed and expected that greater autonomy would be 

experienced at this stage within the confines of her own classroom, where she would be in 

control, without external pressure to teach in a particular way and be able to utilise a wide 

range of teaching strategies.  Hobson et al’s (2006) research supports this latter comment in 

relation to some TTs who look forward to the opportunity to make ‘their own rules rather than 

follow someone else’s’ and as ‘real teachers’, ‘would be able to change things and be more 

flexible.’ (pp. 290-291)  Therefore, recognising a limit to their pedagogical autonomy in their 

school-based training and a greater expectation of autonomy ahead.  It would be interesting 

to see whether this worked out for them and is one reason I decided to consider the bigger 

picture in my current research beyond the PGCE year.  I wanted to see what pedagogical 

autonomy meant in practice at different stages in the early career of secondary RE teachers 

and what they understood by this.  Also, I wanted to see whether these expectations were 

realistic and had been met or not and whether a position of compromise had to be reached.   

 

Much research (Oberski et al, 1999; Flores, 2004; Kwakman, 2003; Morr et al, 2005) 

suggests that it is in the NQT year or after that a teacher’s wish for greater autonomy comes 

to the fore and that in the main this is not an expectation or desire of TTs.  I am not so 
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convinced by this in my own experience, because when I talk to most of my own TTs, they 

communicate frustration at either a lack of pedagogical autonomy or great joy in 

experiencing it when it occurs.  However, they also recognise that there may be the danger 

of too much too soon.  I recognise that this may in part be down to my encouragement of 

TTs to utilise a wide range of teaching strategies.  I certainly think pedagogical autonomy 

ought to be encouraged by school mentors and university subject tutors in the PGCE year.  

This is because I see the purpose of this year as one where a TT’s identity as an RE teacher 

is emerging, relationships with teaching strategies are being established and foundations are 

being laid.  These purposes are more likely to be achieved by TTs when they have the 

autonomy to choose and try out a wide range of teaching strategies.   

 

1.3.2 Research  

Throughout my previous three research projects (Newlands, 2012, 2013, 2014) in the first 

stage of my Professional Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme, RE pedagogy in both a 

simple and complex sense has been a continuing thread with the emergence of links to 

autonomy.   

 

Research Project 1: What is ‘experiential RE’? (Newlands, 2012)   

 

In this research project, my main aim was to bring clarity to what is understood by 

experiential RE, a pedagogy which is often narrowly understood and to provide a sound 

basis for further research in this area.  I engaged in a critical analysis of its origins and 

development as evidenced in the relevant literature with reference to its secular and 

theoretical roots, its seminal formulation and more recent developments.  I then argued for a 

synthesised and broad understanding of experiential RE with four aspects: 

1. Using lived pupil experience to create links with religious belief and practice.  

2. Raising pupil awareness of their own and others’ inner life experiences. 
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3. Enabling connections to be made to religious beliefs and practices through pupils 

participating in non-religious experiential activities that mirror these, such as pupils 

performing a ritual whereby they write something they are sorry for on rice paper and 

place it in a bowl of water, where it dissolves.  Although this is not a religious act, it 

mirrors or is similar to religious acts of confession, repentance and forgiveness.   As 

a result, it enables pupils from whatever background to understand and connect with 

religious acts.  

4. Engaging pupils in explicit focussed experiential encounters with religion, such as 

meeting people of faith and visiting places of worship.   

These can be identified with reference to the literature and various formulations of 

experiential RE. 

 

Research Project 2: Teacher understandings of and attitudes to ‘experiential RE’ in the 

secondary school (Newlands, 2013) 

 

Building on my understanding of experiential RE found in the literature, I explored teacher 

understandings of and attitudes to the experiential RE pedagogy in secondary schools using 

a phenomenological research design.  My main aim was to uncover the ‘essence’ of the 

phenomenon of experiential RE as understood by teachers (who were also school 

placement mentors) and their attitudes to this through the use of phenomenological in-depth 

semi-structured interviews.  Different understandings (as well as misunderstandings) of and 

attitudes to experiential RE emerged from the data.   

 

In addition to my findings about experiential RE, it was clear in my research that all mentors 

recognised the value of drawing upon a wide range of teaching strategies, but some were 

not doing so for a number of reasons, such as fear, lack of confidence and limited time to 

plan.  They were resorting to those that they were used to using and felt comfortable or 

confident with.  This could impact on the pedagogical autonomy of TTs during school 
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placements, as some teaching strategies may have been modelled and others not.  

Therefore, TTs may have only drawn upon those they saw which may have been a limited 

range.  Also, some teaching strategies may have been encouraged by the mentor and 

others not, so TTs may have only drawn upon those that were encouraged which again may 

have been a limited range.  This was to be the initial stimulus for my third research project, 

exploring the possible factors affecting TTs choices of teaching strategies.    

 

Research Project 3: Trainee Teacher Autonomy: The possible factors affecting PGCE 

Religious Education teachers’ choice of pedagogies (teaching strategies) during school 

placements (Newlands, 2014)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 

By drawing upon the theoretical lens of TT autonomy and utilising a simple understanding of 

pedagogy as teaching strategies, I identified a number of possible factors affecting PGCE 

RE TTs’ use or not of a wide range of teaching strategies during school placements.   A total 

of six internal/personal and external factors emerged in the thematic analysis of five in-depth 

semi-structured interviews.  These were conducted with PGCE RE TTs within my own 

institution after they had completed the course and been assessed.  The findings supported 

and extended the literature reviewed, illuminating factors that inhibited or enabled autonomy.  

The factors affecting PGCE RE teachers’ choice of teaching strategies during school 

placements were: 

1. Personal and Internal 

2. Subject Content and Frameworks 

3. Mentor-Trainee Teacher Relationship 

4. Pupil Teaching and Learning 

5. Placement School Department 

6. University Based Experience 

From this, conditions that may enable PGCE RE TT autonomy to choose a wide range of 

teaching strategies on school placements emerged.  Issues and implications arose for my 
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own practice, that of placement schools and possibly for other PGCE RE university teacher 

training providers.  

 

The latter project was the inspiration for my current research that focuses on pedagogical 

autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers, including TTs and it raised a 

number of questions that I thought were worth exploring as identified in my key research 

question, two sub-questions and aims (as identified in Ch.1.1 and 1.2).  

 

Thus, having set out on the EdD journey, my initial intention was to focus on the pedagogy of 

experiential RE throughout, as it was one that fascinated me as a teacher of RE in a 

secondary school, with its potential to engage pupils, create a bridge between the secular 

and the religious and contribute to spiritual development.  However, as my research 

progressed, I was led in a different direction with a focus on pedagogical autonomy. 

 

1.3.3 Literature 

In the initial review of literature for my current research, a relationship between teacher 

autonomy and pedagogy (in its simple sense of teaching strategies) emerged that was seen 

to require further research to clarify its nature, extent, significance and implications in the 

early career of secondary RE teachers.  In my current research, I review the literature in the 

two fields of RE pedagogy and teacher autonomy and make connections between them, 

adding to knowledge in both fields but attempting to bridge them in the understanding and 

experience of early career secondary RE teachers. 

 

1.4 The Research Context 

 

1.4.1 The Religious Education Context 

RE is a compulsory subject in the curriculum of the state school sector in England from the 

ages of 5 to 18 as set out in the Education Reform Act (1988) and the Education Acts 1996 
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and 1998.  It is not part of the National Curriculum but is in the ‘basic curriculum’ so was not 

part of the 2011-13 review of the National Curriculum.  Therefore, the Religious Education 

Council set up its own review from which emerged a non-statutory national curriculum for RE 

(REC, 2013).  The statutory framework is the locally determined agreed syllabus to be 

followed in maintained schools and voluntary controlled schools.  This is reviewed every five 

years by an Agreed Syllabus Conference (ASC) that is set up by the local Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE) within each local education authority.  In voluntary 

aided schools with a religious character the syllabus is determined by the trust deed relating 

to the religion or denomination.  Parents can exercise a ‘right of withdrawal’ from the subject 

if the pupil is under 18. 

 

In many secondary schools at Key Stage 3, pupils may only have one period of RE every 

week.  In some schools, it is part of an integrated humanities course.  At key stage 4 (KS4), 

RE can take different forms and various models exist.  Pupils at KS4 may have only one 

period a week of RE and teachers may teach large numbers of pupils at KS3 and 4 in any 

one week.  A popular option at KS4 in many schools has been the GCSE (General 

Certificate of Secondary Education) Religious Studies (RS) short course for all pupils at KS4 

which is designed to be taught in one period a week, but there has been a recent decline in 

entries for this.  In 2018 there were 34,087 entries for the short course GCSE RS in England 

and Wales, a decline of 35.8% from 2017 (53,071).  This represents a continuation of a 

sharp decline in entries for the short course.  This may be due to Department for Education 

(DfE) performance tables which no longer take account of results in short courses.  There 

are some schools where full course GCSE RS is taught to all pupils in one or more periods a 

week.  The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted, 2013) 

notes the time allocation at KS4 for GCSE RS as being ‘insufficient to deepen and extend 

pupil subject knowledge and understanding.’ (p.21)  In 2018 there were 241,749 entries for 

the full course GCSE RS in England and Wales, a fall of 10.4% from 2017 (269,839).  Other 
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models of subject delivery exist at KS4, such as some pupils taking the full course and the 

rest following a non-examined course or all following the latter.  

 

In RE there is a distinct shortage of subject specialists.  Often teachers from other subjects 

can be drafted in to teach RE as their timetable is light or they hold a religious faith, the latter 

being an odd credential for being able to teach an academic subject.  In The Truth 

Unmasked (REC, 2013) inquiry by the All Parliamentary Group on Religious Education, it 

was found that ‘Over 50% of teachers of RE in secondary schools have no qualifications or 

appropriate expertise in the subject.’ (p.4)  Chater (2016) notes in an RE context, a negative 

experience for many RE teachers marked by ‘The daily and weekly round of teachers’ 

workloads … isolation … the constant search for ways to raise standards, the lack of access 

to professional development and research, misunderstandings with one’s colleagues and 

head-teacher.’ (p.55)   Similarly, The Truth Unmasked (REC, 2013) inquiry reports that in 

nearly 40% of secondary schools ‘RE teachers have inadequate access to continuing 

professional development.’ (p.4)  The latter report was set up as a response to the subject 

being ‘often marginalised in schools, and teachers being undermined by the dismantling of 

RE frameworks and support structures.’ (REC, 2013, p.4) 

 

1.4.2 The Teacher Context 

 

1.4.2.1 The Real Lives of RE Teachers 

My current research adds to that already existing on the real lives of RE teachers, yielding 

knowledge that contributes to the field.  Its focus is on early career RE teachers and rooted 

in their understandings and experiences of pedagogical autonomy and the factors that inhibit 

or enable it as they seek to establish their teacher identity.  A number of writers have also 

researched the real lives of RE teachers.  For instance, Dadley and Edwards (2007) 

investigated the retention of RE teachers trained at one institution over a ten year period, 

finding a high percentage were still in teaching, and identified factors within their experience 
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that had led to this.  Stern’s (2009) work on the ‘spirit’ of the school emphasised the 

importance of addressing not only the real lives of RE teachers, but also that of pupils.  He 

recognised that RE must not be a ‘safe’ subject, and advocated teachers and pupils being 

involved in researching its role in contributing to the spirit of the school.  Everington (2011) 

adopted a case study approach in researching how secondary RE teachers in England, 

Estonia, France, Germany, Netherlands and Norway perceived and responded to diversity in 

their classes, in relation to their professional role and personal and professional biographies.  

Also, she conducted a qualitative study of Hindu, Muslim and Sikh RE teachers’ use of 

personal life knowledge and the relationship between their biographies, professional beliefs 

and practice (Everington, 2014).  The Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues (2019) at the 

University of Birmingham have conducted in-depth life story interviews as part of research 

into the perspectives, views and personal lives of RE teachers in England, in their Life of the 

RE Teacher project.  Currently they are engaging in a preliminary analysis of the data.  

Using the data generated, the project aims to analyse the relationships between teachers 

own character development and their classroom vocation and achieve a greater 

understanding of the potential of RE for character education more generally.   

 

1.4.2.2 Stages in the Early Career of Secondary RE Teachers 

Three key stages in the early career of secondary RE teachers were identified in my 

research from which to select a sample and provide a focus: 

Stage 1: Trainee Teacher (TT) - a teacher in their Postgraduate Certificate in Education 

(PGCE) training year. 

Stage 2: Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) - a teacher in their first year of teaching. 

Stage 3: Recently Qualified Teacher (RQT) - a teacher in their first few years of teaching 

after the NQT year. 

There was a sense prior to conducting the research that levels of pedagogical autonomy 

might change over time depending on what stage an early career RE teacher is at.  I was 
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interested in finding out how teachers might understand pedagogical autonomy, what their 

experiences of it are and what factors inhibit or enable it.   

 

A pen portrait of each of the three stages in the context of my own institution will help to 

contextualise the research: 

 

Stage 1: Trainee Teacher (TT) 

For my sample, I chose four of my ex-TTs who had just completed their PGCE RE course, 

having followed the university-led postgraduate pathway and been awarded the 

Postgraduate Certificate in Education by the university.  This is a one year course with 

university and school-based training aspects.  The school aspect involves two extended 

school-based training or placement periods in two contrasting schools where TTs are 

supported by a mentor in the subject area with weekly mentor-TT meetings, regular 

observations and the writing of regular progress reports.  School-based training accounts for 

three quarters of the professional year.  The overall training in school is overseen by a 

professional tutor within the placement schools and there is support from a subject tutor 

based at the university.   

 

On the school placements, TTs teach 50% of a ‘normal’ classroom teacher’s timetable.  The 

university-based aspect involves an organised training programme that includes subject 

education, subject knowledge and education studies modules.  On completion of the course, 

TTs are awarded a Postgraduate Certificate in Education, if successful at Master’s level 

(level 7) and a Professional Graduate Certificate in Education, if successful at graduate level 

(level 6) and recommended for the award of Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), having 

provided evidence of meeting the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011).  The latter are the 

professional standards set down by the Department for Education (DfE) and define the 

‘minimum level of practice expected of trainees and teachers’ (p.2).   
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Stage 2: Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) 

For my sample, I chose four of my ex-TTs who had just completed their NQT year.  All of 

them worked full-time in their first year of teaching and completed this in a calendar year.  It 

is recognised that those who work part-time will take longer than a calendar year, but their 

service will be equivalent in terms of the number of days completed.  The NQT year is a 

bridge from being a TT to becoming an RQT and has to be passed if teachers are to remain 

teaching in a maintained or non-maintained school in England and this is marked by the 

award of an induction certificate from the Teaching Agency.   

 

Graham (2012), in referring to an Australian context, sees this stage as a ‘transition from 

teacher education to employment’, that is ‘followed by a process of socialisation within the 

school during the early years of teaching and the first full experience of life as a teacher.’ (pp 

44-45)  The use of the words ‘transition’ for the NQT stage and ‘a process of socialisation’ 

for the RQT stage also captures the essence of this stage in a UK setting, helping to 

distinguish those stages and the relevant concerns of the teachers at these points in the 

process of becoming a teacher.   

 

In the NQT year, teachers have a 10% reduction in their timetable, only teaching 90% of a 

‘normal’ classroom teacher’s timetable, though a 40% rise from the PGCE year.   In the NQT 

year, they are supported by an induction tutor who monitors and supports them together with 

regular reviews and termly reports.  There are two aspects to the NQT year, firstly, an 

individual professional development and support programme and secondly, assessment 

against the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011).   If an NQT meets the latter in a satisfactory 

manner then the head-teacher recommends to the appropriate body that the NQT has 

passed the NQT year.  In the PGCE year the award of QTS is recommended and at the end 

of the NQT year it is ratified. 
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Stage 3: Recently Qualified Teacher (RQT)  

For my sample, I chose four of my ex-TTs who had just completed the second or third year 

of their teaching career.  As an RQT, they continue to be subject to appraisal and are given 

feedback regarding planning, preparation and teaching.  The performance of pupils taught 

and specifically in terms of grades achieved in external exams is very important.  Also, their 

commitment to the wider life of the school is monitored.  Therefore, teachers continue to 

gather evidence of achievement of the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011) so they can apply 

for the upper pay scale range once the following two criteria are met: 

(a) The teacher is highly competent in all elements of the relevant Standards; and 

(b) The teachers’ achievements and contribution to an educational setting or settings are 

substantial and sustained. (DfE, 2014, para 15.2) 

 As an RQT, a teacher becomes more responsible for their own professional development.   

 

The current research is viewed through the conceptual lenses of pedagogy (in its simple 

sense as teaching strategies) and autonomy at the above three stages in the early career of 

secondary RE teachers. 

 

1.4.2.3 Recruitment and Retention Challenges in England  

My research is set within the wider context of the teacher recruitment and retention 

challenges that are currently being faced in England.   

 

Since 2012, the recruitment of TTs in England has been below targets set by Government 

with wide variations between secondary subjects.  The Department for Education (DfE) use 

the teacher supply model to estimate the number of postgraduate initial teacher training 

(ITT) entrants needed to provide sufficient qualified teachers for the state-funded sector.  

Only 58% of the ITT places in England for RE were filled for the 2018-19 academic year and 

this was well below the target set by Government (DfE, 2018).  However, overall if 
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secondary subjects are taken collectively for 2018-19, there was higher recruitment than in 

the previous academic year, a rise to 83% from 78%.  

 

Regarding teacher retention, Gallant and Riley (2017) state that ‘Early career exit from 

teaching has reached epidemic proportions and appears intractable.’ (p.562)  For all 

secondary subjects, rates of teachers leaving the profession are highest in the first few years 

after qualifying to teach and this has been true for the past sixteen years.  Of newly qualified 

entrants to the state-funded sector in 2015, 22% were not recorded as working in the state 

sector two years later (Foster, 2018, p.10).  In languages, mathematics and science, rates of 

early career teachers leaving the profession are particularly high.  The number of full-time 

teacher vacancies and temporarily filled posts has risen every year since 2011.  In the 

twelve months prior to September 2017, 9.9% of full-time equivalent teachers left the state-

funded sector, the same as in the previous two years and an increase from 9.2% in 2011 

(Foster, 2018, p.4).  The above strongly suggests a need for greater policy attention to be 

focussed on how recruitment targets might be met and a larger number of existing teachers 

retained in their early career. 

 

A relationship can be established between teacher retention, autonomy and teaching 

strategies.  The Department for Education (2018d) research report Factors affecting teacher 

retention found that ‘professional recognition and autonomy … would have gone some way’ 

towards former teachers remaining in the profession rather than leaving (p.7).  Also, some 

teachers identified a greater ‘opportunity to teach how they best thought would suit the 

pupils’ and ‘fewer constraints and policies dictating how they should teach or how lessons 

should be planned.’ (p.37) as factors that would have made them less likely to leave.  

 

The context of teacher retention is important to my current research in two ways.  Firstly, my 

focus is on pedagogical autonomy and a relationship between teacher retention, teaching 

strategies and autonomy has been established.  Secondly, my focus is on early career 



 

27 
 

secondary RE teachers and a significant number of teachers are leaving the profession in 

the early years of teaching.  Therefore, my research can aid understanding of the factors 

inhibiting or enabling pedagogical autonomy that can impact on teacher retention and will 

have implications for it.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

Central to this thesis is the notion of ‘pedagogical autonomy’ that draws upon the concepts 

of ‘pedagogy’ and ‘autonomy’ or more specifically ‘teacher autonomy’.  Therefore, in this 

literature review, the specific fields of RE pedagogy and teacher autonomy are brought 

together with both ‘research’ and ‘professional’ literature included.  It is important to me that I 

review the contribution by both parties within my research for several reasons.  Firstly, the 

Professional Doctorate in Education is practice-based and sits within the research and 

professional fields.  It is therefore appropriate to consider the contribution of professional 

literature by and for subject practitioners, so that the voices of these writers are heard and 

valued, as well as that of research.  Secondly, there is often said to be a theory-practice 

divide existing between universities and schools (Erricker, 2010 and Hascher at al, 2014) 

that I do not want to reinforce in my thesis, as someone who works in both contexts and 

believes this needs to be bridged.  Thirdly, both parties offer varied perspectives and 

valuable contributions to RE pedagogy and teacher autonomy that aid understanding. 

 

2.1 Simple and Complex Understandings of Pedagogy 

Defining what is meant by ‘pedagogy’ is not an easy task as it is a term that has been 

defined, understood and used in many different ways in the educational literature.  I concur 

with Teece (2017) who helpfully reminds us that ‘Pedagogy is like a number of educational 

concepts that are often referred to but too often not fully understood’ (p.48) and therefore 

bringing clarity is important.  

 

There are both simple and complex definitions, understandings and uses of pedagogy.  The 

simple use of the word ‘pedagogy’ as referring to teaching methods or strategies is one that 

is quite common in RE contexts and beyond.  Chater (2013) states that ‘there will be many 

who define pedagogy simply in terms of the methods chosen for teaching in the classroom.’ 

(p.46)  In my research, I have chosen to utilise a simple understanding of ‘pedagogy’ as 
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teaching strategies, with ‘pedagogical autonomy’ being defined as individual teachers being 

free to make their own decisions about the teaching strategies they use in their classroom 

and to draw upon a wide range of these.  I have chosen to use the term ‘teaching strategies’ 

rather than ‘teaching methods’ in forming my definition.  This is because I see teaching 

strategies’ as suggesting the practice of teaching is fluid, dynamic and adaptable.  Whereas, 

‘teaching methods’ is possibly suggesting that the practice of teaching is static, rigid and 

formulaic, and to me it does not communicate the complexity of the professional decision-

making processes teachers engage in within the classroom and the professional skills they 

are required to exhibit to the same extent.  To distinguish clearly between the simple and 

complex senses of pedagogy, in my thesis I use ‘teaching strategies’ or ’strategies’ 

throughout when I am referring to its simple use. 

 

For many teachers, it may be that it is this simple understanding of the word ‘pedagogy’ as 

teaching strategies that is to the fore.  It may be the one they recognise and use, and it may 

be common parlance in their school.  Also, it has practical and personal relevance to them, 

because on a daily basis they make decisions about the teaching strategies to be used in 

their classroom.  Every teacher has their own unique teaching style or preferred way of 

working, utilising a combination of different strategies and infusing these with their own 

personality or approach to teaching and learning.  The focus of my research is on the lived 

experience of early career secondary RE teachers and I wanted to adopt language in the 

research interviews that they are used to using and to which they can relate.  However, this 

is not to say that I consider a complex definition, understanding and use of pedagogy as 

unimportant - this is certainly not the case.  It is my contention that it is acceptable to use the 

word ‘pedagogy’ in both simple and complex ways, and that engagement with both of these 

understandings is vital to the professional development of early career secondary RE 

teachers.  However, I do recognise that this view may be considered as controversial and 

some (Baumfield, 2012, 2017; Chater, 2013; Loughran, 2015) are of the view that the simple 

use is a misuse with possible ensuing and negative consequences.  
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Specific aspects of a complex and theoretical definition, understanding and use of pedagogy 

are identified by Chater (2013) and Baumfield (2012, 2017).  The former argues that beyond 

the simple: 

there is a more complex and rewarding sense of the word, in which the ideas of 

curriculum, the ideas, theories and values in the surrounding culture, and the quality 

of the teacher’s grasp of these items, all converge in the classroom and impact on 

the quality of planning and teaching. (p.46) 

Thus, he draws attention to important relational and socio-cultural aspects of pedagogy, 

emphasised by Baumfield (2012) when she says: 

Pedagogy is the art of knowing as a teacher how to conduct intentional and 

systematic intervention in order to influence the development of the learner … a 

cultural activity that is never neutral … concerned with taking account of the dynamic 

interactions between the learner, the subject matter and the wider socio-cultural 

interpretations of the purpose of education … we must guard against simplistic or 

reductive uses of the term, particularly by policy advisors who uncouple it from 

interaction with the wider socio-cultural context so that it comes to simply mean the 

selection of effective teaching methods. (pp. 205-210) 

Here, she gives a warning against using the term simplistically or reductively,  emphasising 

that we would do well to heed this as a result of the consequences of not doing so, in terms 

of teaching and learning and policy decision-making.  Elsewhere, she notes that ‘Arguably, 

too often when teachers use pedagogy they are referring to pedagogical strategies, 

essentially teaching methods’ (Baumfield, 2017, p.49).  Similarly Loughran (2015) argues 

that ‘pedagogy needs to be conceptualised as rich, complex and sophisticated.’ (p.118) 

rather than being defined, understood and used simplistically, thus denying its complexity.       

 

Additional support to Baumfield (2012, 2017), Chater (2013) and Loughran’s (2015) view 

that pedagogy should be viewed as complex and the identification of aspects of this 

complexity can be found in what other writers say.  For instance, the relational aspect to 
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pedagogy is also found in Revell (2008) and Grimmitt’s (2000) definitions of pedagogy that 

follow and the socio-cultural aspect emphasised by Erricker (2010) and Alexander (2004, 

2010).  

 

Regarding the relational aspect, Revell (2008) states that ‘A pedagogy is a theory of learning 

and teaching that provides a rationale for the structure, methodology, curriculum content and 

chosen outcomes of education’ (p.1).  Grimmitt (2000) concurs with her when he asserts that 

‘A pedagogy is a theory of teaching and learning encompassing aims, curriculum content 

and methodology … or a science of teaching and learning embodying both curriculum and 

methodology … to relate the process of teaching to that of learning on the part of the child.’ 

(pp.16-17)  This relational aspect of pedagogy demonstrates its complexity and emphasises 

the connections between its various components. 

 

Regarding the socio-cultural aspect, Alexander (2004) states that ‘Pedagogy is the act of 

teaching together with its attendant discourse.  It is what one needs to know, and the skills 

one needs to command, in order to make and justify the many different kinds of decisions of 

which teaching is constructed.’ (p.11)  His ‘attendant discourse’ refers to the factors that 

have an unseen influence on the formation of a teacher’s pedagogy.  These are factors 

which include those that have a socio-cultural dimension, such as: the ‘beliefs and values’ of 

the teacher; the ‘life-world’ of the children taught and the ‘surrounding culture’ in which a 

teacher lives and works that influence the formation of a teacher’s pedagogy. (RE:Online, 

2017).  In fact, for Alexander (2010), making these factors explicit is the ‘heart of the 

enterprise’ (p.307).  Similarly, Erricker (2010) emphasises that: 

although pedagogy in its institutional education sense commonly refers to the theory 

and practice of teaching and learning we must first take account of the socio-cultural 

context in which that occurs.  The larger context is the one that shapes our way of 

thinking, our values, goals and interests, and therefore has a direct influence on the 
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way we approach education, the curriculum and teaching and learning in schools. 

(p.35) 

The latter is seen to hold true for teachers and pupils who have both been socialised into a 

particular society and culture.   

 

The ‘attendant discourse’ of Alexander (2004, 2010) is utilised by Chater (2013) who 

develops an understanding of pedagogy in an RE context that goes beyond seeing it as just 

referring to teaching methods and draws out its complexity when he says: 

pedagogy is taken to mean much more than method: it is a complex set of cultural 

forces acting on the teacher.  Pedagogical knowledge in RE has a meaning that goes 

far beyond technical knowledge of how to teach: it means a reflective journey, with 

some worked-out awareness of the place of religion and belief and its impact on the 

modern world, including the teacher’s own feelings and opinions on it; following from 

this, a reason or set of reasons to teach RE, and a clear sense of the delineations of 

the subject-what it can and cannot achieve, what it should and should not attempt - 

from this flows an informed and sensitive selection of content; and from this, coupled 

with knowledge of the pupils and community, come decisions on how to construct the 

learning and build individual lessons. (p.48) 

This obviously demands a considered and informed approach by teachers to teaching, with 

much going on beneath the surface.   

 

Furthermore, the complexity of pedagogy and developments in an RE context can be seen 

in the emergence and development of a number of subject-specific pedagogies of RE within 

university departments and through the work of innovative local education authorities.  

Grimmitt (2000) saw a wide range of subject-specific pedagogies of RE emerging in part as 

‘a consequence of the work of research projects’ (p.5) in the United Kingdom.  He brought 

some of these together for the first time in his seminal work Pedagogies of Religious 

Education: case studies in the research and development of good pedagogic practice in RE.  
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He presents a wide range of different pedagogical models that RE teachers may draw upon 

and ‘use in non-denominational and non-confessional RE’ (p.24).  Grimmitt explores both 

their similarities and differences in terms of what they propose and the assumptions they 

make, but with the uniqueness of each model emerging.  His aims in collating these were to: 

stimulate further debate about pedagogy; compare and contrast a range of pedagogies and 

their assumptions about teaching and learning; see agreement in the RE community being 

reached on the understanding and importance of pedagogy.  He notes regarding the 

pedagogies documented in his book that ‘it is quite remarkable that to date there have been 

no extended, independent evaluations of any of the pedagogies of RE represented … other 

than as pilot studies undertaken during the lives of the projects themselves.’ (p.22)  This is 

viewed as detrimental to their use and development and he sets out a challenge to respond 

to this critique with further empirical research.  

 

Two major trends in pedagogical models in the post-war period are identified by Grimmitt 

(2000): 

1. ‘Liberal Christian, Theological, Experiential, Implicit Models’ 

2. ‘Phenomenological, Undogmatic, Explicit Model’ (p.26) 

These express ‘certain assumptions about how education and religion can be brought into a 

relationship within the context of a secular education system’ (p.17). These assumptions are 

grounded in a particular view of religion and education.  Also, they communicate a particular 

perspective on how and why pupils will gain from RE.  He asserts ‘At the heart of a 

pedagogy of RE … lies an intention to promote a particular kind (or several kinds) of 

interaction between the pupils and the religious content which they are studying.’ (p.17) 

Each model has ‘pedagogical procedures or strategies’ that determine how pupils will 

encounter, engage with and react to the religious content.  Grimmitt (2000) categorises 

these interactions into two groups, those that aid learning about religion and those that aid 

learning from religion, the two attainment targets for RE that are found in many if not all 

locally agreed syllabuses, but recognising that most pedagogies enable interactions in both 
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categories.  In order to actualise these interactions there are procedures or strategies to be 

chosen that impact on the extent to which pupils interact, are enthused and progress in 

relation to the material explored.  Underpinning or supporting these are the ‘pedagogical 

principles’ or ‘general laws’ that the model is applying, concerning how learning outcomes 

might be reached and certain aims of RE achieved (p.18).  

 

Although we are indebted to Grimmitt (2000) for bringing together a wide range of 

pedagogies, his venture is not immune from criticism.  Firstly, Baumfield (2012) declares that 

‘We are still left with a sense that teaching may be a case of exercising preferences 

regarding methods than having a secure grasp of the ‘art of knowing’ how best to approach 

learning in RE’ (p.208), which I am sure was not his intention.   Secondly, he might be 

criticised for not putting the wide range of pedagogies together in an appropriate, 

straightforward, accessible and friendly form for busy teachers and not providing 

accompanying materials for practical application in the classroom.  Thus, there may have 

been a danger of ideas remaining in the realms of academia and not crossing the divide that 

might be said to exist between schools and universities (Erricker, 2010; Hascher et al, 2004).  

However, RE pedagogy may be a component of undergraduate and postgraduate university-

based teacher training courses for RE specialists, and it may be there that discussion and 

practical implementation of these pedagogies germinates.  Also, Grimmitt (1973) and other 

scholars associated with the range of RE pedagogies have written about them elsewhere 

(Hammond and Hay, 1990; Jackson, 1997) and suggested teaching materials, and their 

ideas may have been distilled through professional journals, publications and courses 

specifically aimed at teachers.  To what extent these have impacted on classroom practice is 

difficult to assess.  

 

I agree, as found in the literature that engagement with a complex theoretical definition, 

understanding and use of pedagogy is important for teachers and what is happening in 

classrooms in three ways: 
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 Firstly, its importance in relation to professionalism and professional development.  

Revell (2008) asserts it is ‘essential’ for the professional development and identity of 

teachers and those bereft of this are seen to be remaining at ‘the level of technicians’ 

and ‘are limited in their own practice as professionals.’ (p.1)  Similarly, the General 

Teaching Council for England (GTCE, 2010) sees teachers as the ones who should 

be engaging in ‘pedagogic discourse’ that is ‘explicitly grounded in the scrutiny of 

ideas, theories, ethical values and empirical evidence’ and views pedagogy as far 

more than classroom teaching, operating as a framework for understanding and 

guiding the development of a knowledgeable and professional teacher (p.4-5).  

Furthermore, teacher engagement with the complexities of pedagogy ‘counteracts 

the prevalence of ‘amateurism’ in English attitudes to the task of educating the next 

generation’ (Baumfield, 2017, p.52) and raises public perceptions of teaching as a 

profession.   

 Secondly, its importance in relation to being transformative.  Baumfield (2017) argues 

that pedagogy ‘introduces us to the seriousness of the engagement in teaching and 

learning in classrooms’ (p.52) and is transformative in the sense that it is ‘the means 

by which we can understand, challenge and improve what actually happens in the 

classroom’ (p.212) for the benefit of teachers and pupils.  This transformative aspect 

is also identified by Revell (2008) who believes that pedagogies ‘transform the 

knowledge teachers engage with and their relationship with pupils’ in the classroom 

(p.1).   

 Thirdly, its importance in relation to teacher retention.  Ferguson-Patrick (2011) 

makes a connection between complex understandings of pedagogy and early career 

teacher retention.  He argues that ‘Although a variety of interventions have been 

suggested to support beginning teachers, too little attention has been paid to the 

importance of enhancing their knowledge about pedagogy in the early years of 

teaching.’ (p.109)  Attending to this deficit and addressing a complex understanding 
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of pedagogy with early career teachers is seen to play an important part in enhancing 

teacher retention and ensuring that beginning teachers thrive, given the benefits of 

this.  

However, I support both simple and complex definitions, understandings and uses of 

pedagogy.  I am not denying the complexity of pedagogy or being reductive of it in doing so, 

but recognising both of its senses and their importance for early career secondary RE 

teachers.  Thus I acknowledge the ways in which pedagogy is currently being used and 

support an understanding that draws upon both the simple and complex, but also 

recognising the view held by some that the simple use is a misuse. 

  

2.2 The State of Complex Understandings of Pedagogy 

It is my view, supported by the literature that the state of complex understandings and uses 

of pedagogy in education is not as strong as it ought to be in England, considering how 

important it is for teachers and what is happening in classrooms.   

 

Baumfield (2017) asserts that the ‘absence of a serious and sustained consideration of what 

is meant by pedagogy is not a new situation’ in England, ‘inviting comment as early as the 

1880’s that without pedagogy there can be no organised body of opinion on education’ 

(p.51).  The General Teaching Council for England (2010) comment that ‘The relative lack of 

reference to pedagogy in educational discussion’ in England and the rest of the UK 

‘compared with practice in many other successful countries, has been the focus of academic 

debate for the best part of thirty years’ (p.4).  For instance, in 1981, Simon wrote a critique of 

educational practice in England, with the provocative title Why no pedagogy in England?  He 

describes pedagogy as the ‘science of teaching’ and argues that ‘no such pedagogy exists in 

England’.  Furthermore, that thinking about teaching and learning is highly eclectic, 

confusing aims and methods and with no clear philosophical or conceptual underpinning to 

what is done in the classroom (p.77).  Several years later, Alexander (2004) argues that 

there is ‘still no pedagogy in England’ (p.19) with national policy remaining ignorant about 
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the theoretical underpinnings of pedagogy, and under-informed on ‘evidence and debate 

about children, learning, teaching, curriculum and culture’ (p.26).   

 

In a similar vein, Baumfield (2012) claims that pedagogy ‘is a term that is not used very 

much in the UK where the dynamic relationship between teaching, learning and culture it 

signifies is frequently underplayed in restricted definitions of teaching as instruction.’ (pp. 

205-206)  She notes that ‘When attention has been paid to the study of pedagogy in 

England, it has been characterised by confusion, ambiguity and change, and consequently 

the concept has proven difficult to embed in the policy and practice of teaching and teacher 

education.’ (2017, p.51)  She sees policy since the 1988 Education Reform Act as being 

focused mainly on curriculum content and assessment and recognises that except for 

literacy and numeracy strategies in England, government policy ‘has not intervened directly 

in the area of pedagogy’.  (2012, pp.205-206)    

 

Regarding the introduction of the National Curriculum, Grimmitt (2000) says that: 

It would have been wholly feasible for the government to have introduced a system of 

education which gave prominence to assessment while drawing upon an extensive 

and respectable body of educational theory.  Equally they could have also 

established a unified National Curriculum grounded in well-established theories of 

teaching and learning.  Instead they chose to prescribe a framework of content and 

outcomes for the National Curriculum which was free of curriculum theory and made 

no attempt to address the characteristics of the learner or identify what the underlying 

principle of education should be. (p.16) 

Thus, avoiding any real engagement with pedagogy and its complexities.  A distinction is 

made by some that ‘governments can legislate on curriculum, but not pedagogy’.  Chater 

(2013) argues in doing so they simplistically define ‘the curriculum as ‘knowledge’ and 

‘pedagogy as ‘method.’’ (p.46)  He sees this distinction as a ‘powerful and dangerous 



 

38 
 

reduction’ and rightly so, that ignores the complexity of pedagogy and creates a 

curriculum/pedagogy dualism, arguing that: 

In order to accept that there can be an absolute distinction between the state’s 

control over the content of the curriculum and the teacher’s choice of teaching 

methods, we must abandon as too complex the conception of the curriculum as a set 

of aims, ideas and skills, all working coherently to promote particular pedagogical 

stances; we must also jettison the notion that pedagogy is a sophisticated 

understanding of one’s subject, its place in culture and history, its relationship to 

other subjects, its rules of engagement with children. … The idea that curriculum and 

pedagogy might be related to each other, and might influence each other for good or 

ill, is well grounded in research on effective learning. (pp.46-47). 

Governments would do well to heed Chater’s argument and recognise whether they are not 

engaging at all with the complexities of pedagogy. 

  

In an RE context, a review of the issues included in the British Journal of Religious 

Education (BJRE) over a ten year period revealed that most contributors had written about 

pedagogy (English et al, 2003).  Baumfield (2005) was not surprised by this because of RE 

being such a controversial subject, as well as much dispute over whether it is a subject or 

discipline and over its aims and purposes.  Jackson and O’Grady (2007) note that ‘England 

has a rich tradition of religious education pedagogy’ due to pedagogical studies in ‘university 

departments of education or religious studies departments and in innovative local education 

authority agreed syllabus conferences’ (p.20).  This was supported by a special issue of the 

BJRE (2010) on pedagogy.  The latter was a response to Grimmitt’s (2000) challenge for a 

greater emphasis on the empirical investigation of RE pedagogies.  This drew upon 

contributions from a range of people, such as: academics; teachers; RE advisors and 

doctoral researchers.  Baumfield (2010) claims this issue was an ‘indication that research to 

inform pedagogy in RE is in good health and we can be optimistic regarding its future’ (p.91).  

Blaylock (2011), an advisor on RE, supports this when he writes ‘Religious Education has a 
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rich, broad and deep range of well researched and practical pedagogy.’ (p.1) and sees RE 

‘in the last two decades’ prior to this as having ’maintained a lively academic and 

professional discussion about its pedagogy.’ (p.9)  

 

In contrast to the above, Stern (2010) recognises that ‘Debates on pedagogy … are 

informed by research, albeit with only a limited amount of empirical research being currently 

available on religious education pedagogy’, but he adds that ‘there has been some 

significant new research’ in this area (p.133).  Also, in acknowledging the progress made in 

terms of pedagogical theory in RE over the previous thirty years, Erricker (2010) claims that 

this is unfortunately not reflected in the ‘dire state’ of RE in the classroom.  He sees this as a 

result of the subject lacking a ‘self-assured understanding of itself as a discipline’ and of its 

‘contribution to the primacy of educational goals based on the development of young 

people’. Therefore, ‘it does not have a clear pedagogic vision or a methodology that gives 

practical purpose to learning on the ground.’ (p.67)  He urges that it is important to ask 

whether a pedagogy ‘can translate accurately into a learning process that is accessible to 

teachers and offer a clear definition of progression that can ensure effective planning, 

teaching, learning and assessment.’ (p.60) 

 

2.3 Pedagogy and Eclecticism  

In this thesis, utilising a simple understanding of pedagogy, ‘pedagogical autonomy’ is 

defined as individual teachers being free to make their own decisions about the teaching 

strategies they use in their classroom and to draw upon a wide range of these.  In exercising 

pedagogical autonomy, teachers are free to adopt an approach whereby they utilise an 

eclectic range of teaching strategies.  I adopted this eclectic approach within the secondary 

classroom as a teacher for twenty-five years, currently model it to TTs in my own practice as 

the leader of a PGCE RE course, and it is my  preference to encourage them to adopt it on 

school placements (see Ch.3.5).   It is this form of eclecticism that is significant in terms of 

this thesis and its relationship to pedagogical autonomy.  However, though not the focus of 
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this thesis, another eclectic approach is advocated in the literature by Blaylock (2011), Holt 

(2015) and Moulin (2009) who argue that it is possible for teachers to draw upon and use an 

eclectic range of pedagogies of RE (in the more complex sense as detailed by writers such 

as Grimmitt (2000)).  Therefore, they see these pedagogies as complementary rather than 

as competitors.  

 

If there is to be one approach to RE adopted, Holt (2015) argues it should be the 

‘kaleidoscopic approach’ (p.54).  This is a constructivist approach that involves teachers’ 

drawing upon an eclectic range of pedagogies.  In advocating this, he claims regarding the 

wide range of pedagogies:  

Indeed, rather than accepting them all, the kaleidoscopic approach actually rejects 

them all as individual approaches as they do not provide the mixed and exciting diet 

that RE seeks to achieve, similarly, none of them individually recognises the extrinsic 

and intrinsic nature of truth.  It is only when a nuanced combination is explored that 

all the strengths of the individual approaches can be harnessed into a complete RE 

experience. (pp. 34-35) 

His approach can be criticised for not acknowledging the positives and uniqueness of each 

pedagogy.  However, he attempts to defend his position here in his claim that only when 

combined can the individual strengths emerge.  For Holt, each pedagogy is incomplete 

without the gifts offered by the others, and no one pedagogy is rich enough to ignore what 

others can offer.  He recognises that a body of research is not there to support his 

kaleidoscopic approach, but states that ‘it has been used in many schools to great success 

as teachers strive to provide an effective RE provision.’ (p.35)  Holt himself used the 

‘kaleidoscopic approach’ as an RE teacher in secondary schools for twelve years and as an 

Advanced Skills Teacher for four years.  He was involved in supporting schools nationally 

who implemented the approach and currently as a university lecturer, he encourages his TTs 

to use it.  Holt’s ‘kaleidoscopic approach’ can be supported by Moulin’s (2009) argument and 

his rationale extended by it.  Moulin (2009) argues that if a pupil is to have liberty of belief, 
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they should have access to knowledge of views outside their own and if only one pedagogy 

is used a person’s liberty is infringed.  Thus, he sees the value of using a wide range of 

pedagogies in taking account of and showing respect for the breadth of worldviews, religious 

and non-religious, that are being represented by the pupils taught (p.154).   

 

For Blaylock, ‘pedagogies … can be cumulative, and can work in any order’ within a lesson.  

For example, ‘A ‘humanizer’ start can be complemented by a ‘postmodern’ piece of work, 

and crucially vice-versa.’ (Stern, 2006, p.74)   He challenges the reader: 

if your pupils’ RE diet has been mostly phenomena, then get out the candle, the 

matches and the incense.  If it’s been mostly truth questions, then plan a lesson that 

surfs a relativist wave.  If you’ve been overdoing abortion in the life themes GCSE, 

then why not try a bit of ethnographic listening and interpretation for a change? 

(Blaylock, 2011, p.13) 

He argues that pedagogies ‘can be teamed up in various different eclectic combinations by 

any teacher’ (p.12) and ‘If the pedagogical tools of RE are varied, then the learning 

experience of pupils can be varied as well’ (p.3).  However, he suggests that ‘practice is 

often a ‘mish-mash’ (to coin a phrase) of pedagogy - that may be good for learning - but 

clarity for the teacher demands something different.’ (p.5) as he sees the need for an 

informed use with a theoretical underpinning.   

 

The eclectic approach of Blaylock (2011), Holt (2015) and Moulin (2009) accepts that all 

pedagogies bring something to the table.  They claim that this approach supports an 

effective RE provision, and it provides a range of benefits and outcomes for teachers and 

pupils in the classroom, such as engagement, motivation and variety.  However, it is not 

immune from criticism.  Since each pedagogy reflects different ontological, epistemological 

and methodological assumptions relating to religion(s), and has different answers to the 

overarching questions concerning RE’s aims and purposes, it can be seen as odd to use 

them in an eclectic combination due to an irreconcilability between them.  Stern (2010) 
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argues that ‘eclecticism’ in this sense can lead to confusion, seeing Moulin’s inclusiveness 

as ‘attractive’ but warning that ‘there is a challenge in being or playing at being, for example, 

both ‘realist’ and ‘anti-realist’.  It is surely an anti-realist stance in itself to act as a ‘part-time 

realist’.’ (p.137)  This is indeed a challenge and an important one to be acknowledged and 

responded to by those who adopt the above eclectic approach to pedagogies.  Also, Stern 

(2010) rightly accuses Blaylock and Moulin of ignoring confessionalist approaches to RE, 

considering that they claim to be inclusive (p.137).  Even though confessionalism has in the 

main been rejected as a pedagogy across the UK, there are still some schools where it is in 

use and also in many other countries.   

 

2.4 Autonomy and Teacher Autonomy 

In clarifying my understanding of both aspects of ‘pedagogical autonomy’, having already 

considered ‘pedagogy’ previously, it is now important to turn my attention to ‘autonomy’ and 

then ‘teacher autonomy’ in particular.  It should be noted that pedagogical autonomy is an 

aspect of the latter, and although issues such as accountability and teacher autonomy in 

education have received significant attention in international research, how teacher 

autonomy is framed in terms of pedagogical autonomy has done so to a much lesser extent.  

 

The word ‘autonomy’ has a wide range of meanings and uses.  It is often identified with 

qualities such as self-rule, self-determination, self-direction, freedom of will, integrity, 

individuality, independence, responsibility, self-assertion and self-knowledge.  Since the time 

of the Ancient Greeks, it has been a key concern for philosophers enquiring into the nature 

and significance of freedom.  It is a word derived from the Greek ‘auto’ (self) and ‘nomos’ 

(rule/law), suggesting self-rule and governance, referring originally to self-rule and 

governance in Greek city-states.   As such, debates regarding the concept have revolved 

around the ability or capacity of individuals or groups to self-rule and the governance and/or 

constraints which limit this capacity.  Its Greek roots can still be found in the liberal tradition 

in political and/or legal theory that dominates Western thought and culture, which 
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characterises the autonomous person in a general way as a free, rational agent who is able 

to make choices based on his/her own beliefs, desires or preferences.  Critics have seen this 

viewpoint as separating ‘the self from interpersonal relationships that sustain who the free 

individual is’ and as setting him/her up ‘as the normative standard for all matters’.  It is also 

argued that a person’s concept of self is formed in their ‘interactions with others’, thus ‘this 

contribution to the actual autonomy of persons should not be ignored’ (Agich, 1995, p.268). 

   

Autonomy as a concept ‘has been widely contested in philosophy and … has been defined 

in a variety of ways’ and ‘debates concerning what in fact autonomy is or is not remain 

heated’ (Wermke and Salokangas, 2015, p.1-2).  For example, Mill, a utilitarian, viewed a 

person as autonomous to the extent he/she can direct actions in accordance with his/her 

own values, desires and inclinations.  In contrast, Kant, a deontologist, held that a person 

lacks autonomy to the extent his/her choices/actions are influenced by factors such as 

his/her desires.  According to Pitt (2010), in European and North American philosophy and 

contemporary social theory, it is a ‘vexed, complex and contradictory concept’ (p.1).   

Anderson (2003) concludes that ‘agreement runs out when we look to the philosophical 

literature for a definition of autonomy’ (p.150), and Dworkin (2015) asserts that this problem 

of definition is not new (p.8).  The latter recognises ‘although not used just as a synonym for 

qualities that are usually approved of, ‘autonomy’ is used in an exceedingly broad fashion.’, 

maintaining that ‘About the only features held constant from one author to another are that 

autonomy is a feature of persons and that it is a desirable quality to have it.’ (p.8)   

 

Unsurprisingly, Agich (1995) concludes ‘it might be best to regard autonomy as a term that 

does not admit precise definition.  Its meaning consists of a set of family resemblances 

based on its use in a variety of contexts or language games.’ (p.268)  However, a different 

approach is taken by Dworkin (2015) and Lauriala (2011) who attempt to ‘characterise’ 

rather than ‘define’ or ‘analyse’ the concept.  Dworkin (2015) believes it is not possible with 

‘any moderately complex philosophical concept to specify necessary and sufficient 
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conditions without draining the concept of the very complexity that enables it to perform its 

theoretical role.’ (p.8)  In attempting to characterise autonomy, he considers what it means to 

be an autonomous person and conceives autonomy: 

as a second-order capacity of persons to critically reflect upon their first-order 

preferences, desires, wishes and so forth and the capacity to accept or attempt to 

change these in light of ‘higher-order preferences and values.  By exercising such a 

capacity, persons define their nature, give meaning and coherence to their lives, and 

take responsibility for the kind of person they are. (p.14)    

Whereas, Lauriala (2011) characterises it as ‘A state of interdependence and self-

determination’ with three characteristics.  Firstly, thoughts and actions are self-determined.  

Secondly, duty and responsibility are not necessarily opposed to it.  Thirdly, if a person 

responds to duty and responsibility willingly and autonomously, the act is self-endorsed and 

autonomous (pp.5-7).  Her characteristic of self-determination is found in post-Husserlian 

phenomenological studies, and self-endorsement in modern analytical approaches to 

autonomy (Ryan and Deci, 2006, pp.1560-1561).  Therefore, two broad philosophical 

traditions are brought together and reflected in her characterisation of autonomy and the 

point is made that duty and responsibility need not be opposed to it.   

 

Shifting the focus to ‘teacher autonomy’, it is also seen as complex and varied in definition, 

understanding and use.  Sinclair (2012) notes that ‘teacher autonomy’ ’has generally been 

referred to as teachers’ control (including freedom from external control) over their own 

teaching’ (p.1).  Smith (2011) views this as the ‘most widely accepted sense of the term’ 

(p.3) to be found in the literature.  A number of aspects of it are identified by Barfield et al 

(2001), such as ‘ideas of professional freedom and self-directed professional development’, 

‘critical reflection’ and ‘transformation through dialogue’ (p.1).  This complexity is supported 

by Smith and Erdogan (2008) who argue that rather than being reducible to one definition, it 

can be seen to have six dimensions.  The three dimensions in relation to professional action 

are: firstly, ‘Self-directed professional action’; secondly, the ‘Capacity for ‘self-directed 
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professional action’ and thirdly, the ‘Freedom from control over professional action’.  In 

relation to professional development, the three dimensions are: firstly, ‘Self-directed 

professional development’’; secondly, the ‘Capacity for self-directed professional 

development’ and thirdly, the ‘Freedom from control over professional development’ (Smith 

and Erdogan, 2008, p.85).  Their categorisation is helpful as it combines several aspects of 

teacher autonomy and does not deny its complexity, as well as offering a structure of self-

directedness, capacity and freedom from control for both professional action and 

development.   

 

Furthermore, a ‘range of conceptualisations’ of teacher autonomy are identified in the 

literature by Parker (2015, pp.21-22), such as: work autonomy (MacBeath, 2012) - here 

teachers ‘maintain control over activities and theoretical knowledge’; engaged autonomy 

(Gabriel et al, 2011) - here ‘teachers are encouraged to be innovative and develop 

independently whilst a sense of collaboration is maintained and shared expertise is valued’;  

responsible autonomy (Hoyle and John, 1995) -  here the ‘importance of basic state 

requirements whilst facilitating workplace independence’ is stressed.  These 

conceptualisations demonstrate the complexity of teacher autonomy, as well as various 

attempts by scholars to define, understand and apply it.  It should be noted that Parker 

(2015) presents the most significant conceptualisations found and not an exhaustive list:  

 

A potential ambiguity in the uses of the term ‘teacher autonomy’ is recognised by Head 

(Barfield et al, 2001).  It can be used to mean ‘(a) the teacher who favours and promotes 

autonomy in the learner and (b) a teacher who wants to have control over his/her own 

affairs’ (p.3).  Both uses are connected in that it can be argued that without teacher 

autonomy, learner autonomy is impossible.  Surely pupil autonomy should be an aim of 

secondary education and one to be encouraged and developed.  Given this, it naturally 

follows that teacher autonomy is important and there is a strong consensus in the literature 

that it is an essential pre-requisite upon which pupil autonomy depends (Jiang and Ma, 
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2012: Little, 1995; Naylor, 2011; Thavenius, 1999).  Naylor (2011) argues that it is necessary 

for teachers to have autonomy as they act as role models to their pupils and can have a 

positive influence on them.  Teachers having autonomy will enable them to encourage and 

develop independence, critical thinking and a sense of judgement, self-control and autonomy 

in their pupils.  He concludes that ‘Teaching without autonomy … creates a paradox that 

most students would quickly notice, and that would make the encouragement of students’ 

autonomy meaningless for teachers and students alike.’ (p.7)  In the context of this thesis, 

the relationship between teacher and learner autonomy is one that I wanted to note rather 

than develop further as it supports the necessity and importance of teacher autonomy. 

 

2.5 Teacher Autonomy and Control 

Teachers can exercise their autonomy as an individual, as part of a group (e.g. a 

department) or as part of an institution (e.g. school) and greater autonomy in one can affect 

autonomy in another.  Often individual teacher autonomy is understood in terms of a 

‘dichotomous pairing’ of autonomy versus control or ‘constraint vs freedom’ (Wermke & 

Solankangas, 2015), with a ‘seemingly widespread normative presumption that autonomy is 

good and control is bad’ (Cribb and Gewirtz, 2007, p.203).  However, Cribb and Gewirtz 

(2007) identify the need ‘to open up space for the possibility of richer debate about the value 

of different forms of and balances between autonomy and control.’  They argue that ‘whilst 

autonomy is in certain circumstances something to be valued and worth defending or 

promoting, autonomy does not trump every other good and is not always everywhere a good 

thing’ (p.203).  They rightly assert that the relationship between autonomy and control is a 

complex one and increases in control are not necessarily proportionate to decreases in 

autonomy or vice-versa.  There are good arguments for increasing individual teacher 

autonomy, but also for limiting or controlling it, and some will be considered in this section of 

my thesis through an analysis of three key interrelated themes that I have identified in the 

literature - those of professionalism, accountability and well-being. 
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2.5.1 Professionalism 

Professionalism is a complex and heavily contested concept in teaching.  In the literature, 

there has been much debate regarding what the characteristics of ‘teacher professionalism’ 

should be.  However, there is extensive support therein for a connection to be made 

between teacher professionalism and autonomy, and for seeing the latter as a necessary 

condition of being a professional (Anderson, 1987; Biesta, 1009; Lauriala, 2011; Naylor, 

2011; Pitt and Phelan, 2008; Pollard, 2010; Smith, 2011).  For instance, Lauriala (2011) 

argues that the professionalisation of teachers involves ‘providing teachers with autonomy’ 

and understands this as ‘an autonomy to decide the aims and methods of their practice not 

only individually but collectively’ (p.4).  This requires a technical knowledge that is both 

specialist and sophisticated.  Furthermore, it is argued that ‘autonomy is central to teaching 

because of the nature of teachers’ professional knowledge’ as ‘the judgements teachers 

make are not merely of a technical nature but necessarily involve values’ (Biesta, 2009, 

p.113,185). Teachers are required to use their practical wisdom in making professional 

decisions in numerous uncertain situations and changing circumstances on a daily basis. 

Thus, teaching by its very nature requires them to act autonomously and demonstrate 

adaptability, flexibility and responsiveness.   

 

However, it can also be argued that teacher autonomy exists in a social context and 

therefore there should be restrictions or controls on it in the interests of a professional 

responsibility to all stakeholders in the education process.  One legitimate constraint could 

involve the argument that ‘self-directed professional action needs to benefit student learning 

… autonomy necessarily involves interdependence or relatedness, not just individualism.’ 

(Smith, 2011, p.5)  This is also emphasised by Pitt and Phelan (2008) when they state that 

‘Teaching involves placing one’s autonomy at the service and best interests of others’ and 

recognising that there is a responsibility to not act out of self-interest (p.190).  Acting out of 

self-interest is a misuse of the trust placed in teachers as professionals and may bring harm 

to pupils in terms of progress and outcomes.  Furthermore, certain ideas or educational 
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processes can be seen as a source of harm, such as the teaching of human origins solely to 

a creationist perspective in the curriculum.  This is condemned by many teachers as 

communicating a bias and an attempt at indoctrination. However, others may seek to defend 

it.  Smith (2011) supports and extends the seriousness of harm when he argues that there 

are dangers with too much autonomy and that restriction is vital ‘to prevent abuse’ (p.5).  

Clearly teachers should not misuse their professional autonomy to physically, mentally or 

sexually abuse, bully or wilfully neglect the pupils entrusted to their care.  In summary, 

protecting or safeguarding pupils from such abuse and harm is a strong argument in support 

of limiting or controlling teacher autonomy.   

 

Furthermore, the relationship between autonomy and professionalism can be seen as having 

‘varied over time’ (Adams and Povey, 2018, p.2).  Four historical phases in ‘Anglophone 

cultures’ are identified by Hargreaves (2000) from the pre-1960s to 2000.  Firstly, the pre-

professional age prior to the 1960s, where teaching was viewed as being simple, requiring 

basic knowledge and judgements, and learned through apprenticeship.  Secondly, from the 

1960s to the mid-1980s, an ‘age of the autonomous professional’, characterised by 

‘unprecedented autonomy over curriculum development and decision-making’ (p.158).  This 

is often seen as the ‘golden age of autonomy’ (Barber, 2005).  Thirdly, from the 1980s to 

2000, the age of the ‘collegial professional’ (p.162) where there was increased reform, a 

pressure to teach in certain ways, greater collaboration with colleagues and teachers were 

being required to acquire further skills.  Fourthly, he identifies evidence of a post-

professional era, at the start of the twenty-first century, in which professionalism ‘is 

diminished or abandoned’ (p.167).  Similarly, at the start of the current decade, Curtis and 

Pettigrew (2010) argue that a ‘deprofessionalisation’ of teachers has been brought about by 

government reforms that have led to a ‘loss of autonomy’ for teachers and a consequent 

deskilling of the ‘profession’.  As such, they argue that it can no longer be seen as a 

profession, but also acknowledge that it could be argued a new professionalism has 

emerged.   
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 2.5.2 Accountability 

Given ‘the current relentless pace of reform in education’ with greater accountability, Parker 

(2015) sees teacher autonomy as a ‘constantly evolving concept’ (p.21) in terms of what it 

might mean in practice.  There are various mechanisms or policies in place to hold schools 

and teachers accountable in an ‘era of accountability’, to coin a phrase used by Helgoy and 

Homme (2007).  These accountability mechanisms or policies include Ofsted inspections, 

national testing, published league tables and school data (such as pupil progress and 

attainment gaps), floor standards and performance management.  As a result, tensions can 

be seen to exist in the relationship between teacher accountability and autonomy.  

 

On the one hand, it can be argued that teacher accountability can have a negative impact on 

autonomy, and a common definition of teacher professionalism has been closely associated 

with notions of autonomy where teachers are free from a number of external factors, such as 

state interference, employer control, other professionals and stakeholders (Hargreaves 

2000).  Mechanisms of accountability can suggest a level of control over teachers that limits 

their autonomy and professionalism, with the pressure of accountability leading to more 

standardisation and the micromanagement of teaching.  Teachers having to be accountable 

and implement government initiatives designed to raise standards can lead to a perceived 

reduction in their levels of autonomy, less time to focus on the things they consider more 

important, a lack of motivation and job satisfaction (MacBeath, 2012).   As a result of this, 

they can become poor role models to pupils, have high levels of absenteeism and even 

decide to leave the profession.   

 

In his research, Hutchings (2015) found that accountability measures impact negatively on 

pedagogy in the classroom, particularly in years 6 and 11, the years in which pupils sit the 

Statutory Assessment Tests (SATS) and GCSEs respectively.  It should be noted in relation 

to the above that he is using ‘pedagogy’ in its simple sense as referring to ‘teaching 

strategies’.  The consequence of greater accountability, particularly at KS4 are identified as 
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a lack of variety in GCSE lessons and a reduction in creative teaching and learning 

strategies.  He notes that ‘there has been a narrowing of pedagogy resulting from a focus on 

exam preparation’ with teachers ‘teaching to the test’ because of the pressure of academic 

goals, coverage of curriculum content and what they believe Ofsted want (p. 46).  The latter 

point is interesting, in light of the Ofsted (2013) report, Religious Education: realising the 

potential which states that a common weakness in the RE lessons observed at KS4 was ‘an 

over-emphasis on a limited range of teaching strategies that focused simply on preparing 

pupils for assessments or examinations’ (p.6).   

 

On the other hand, it can be argued that accountability mechanisms and policies are 

important for a number of reasons.  Firstly, the intended aim of these is to raise standards for 

all and operate as ‘mechanisms of explicit, transparent, systematic public accountability 

designed to secure the standardisation and quality of professional practice’ (Helgoy and 

Homme, 2007, p.234).  Secondly, an increased focus on external accountability can be 

viewed as a positive response to a perceived lack of internal accountability within the 

profession.  It places more responsibility on schools, teachers and their documentation in 

improving pupil outcomes and the overall quality and efficiency of teaching.  Thirdly, 

accountability measures can be supported for economic reasons as they help to ensure the 

provision of a skilled and talented workforce.  Fourthly, educational provision should be fair 

for all and consistent.  Accountability is part of ensuring that all pupils have an equal access 

to education and an entitlement to a common educational experience, an argument 

proposed for state regulation in the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988 (Cribb 

and Gewirtz, 2007, pp.208-209).  Surely commonality and cohesion are desirable 

educational principles.  Fifthly, teaching quality can be uneven between schools with 

ineffective teaching and pupil achievement gaps.  Accountability is a way of beginning to 

address these.  For the above reasons, it can be argued that the extent to which teachers 

should be autonomous will need to be in part informed by mechanisms and policies that 
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support high standards, quality professional practice, an equal access to education and a 

common educational experience.  

 

In his useful distinction between ‘private’ and ‘public space’, Naylor (2011) claims to provide 

a possible way for teachers to take control of accountability and not view it as an imposition 

that undermines autonomy and professionalism.  ‘Private space’ refers to a work context 

where teachers work alone, not interacting with other teachers or sharing their approaches 

to teaching and teacher judgements.  The latter adopt a philosophy of non-interference, 

feeling that what happens in their classroom is their business.  Isolation can be seen to lead 

to greater pedagogical autonomy, as no one knows what that teacher is doing and there is 

no interference or challenge from external controls.  A withdrawal into isolation may be a 

tactical move, enabling a teacher to try out new things and make him/her free from criticism.  

However, there is the danger that a teacher’s individual practice may become entrenched 

and outdated and limit the range of teaching strategies being adopted in the classroom.  It 

may also mean that practice in the classroom that is inappropriate is not identified and 

regulated accordingly in the interests of pupils.  

 

In an ‘era of accountability’, Naylor (2011) argues that accompanying teacher autonomy is 

the professional responsibility to move into ‘public space’.  This refers to a work context 

where a teacher engages in discussion with other teachers and shares their approaches to 

teaching and teacher judgements with them and others, such as parents, and this can lead 

to professional development.  It involves reflecting on practice and interacting with other 

teachers, engaging in critically reflective conversations and taking control of accountability.  

He supports a level of accountability that is self-driven rather than imposed by regulation and 

allows a greater degree of teacher autonomy.  Without the constructive evaluation of 

teaching by others in the profession in the ‘public space’ and professional critical reflection, 

the negative consequences identified above of remaining in the ‘private space’ may result.  

‘Public space’ is a different form of individualism to ‘private space’.  In the latter, those 
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outside of this may be perceived as a threat.  Naylor’s response is a positive and helpful one 

in offering teachers a way to own accountability.  

 

2.5.3 Well-being 

For an individual teacher, the autonomy to decide how to teach and be actively involved in 

decision-making can be seen to provide a vital source of job satisfaction, mental and 

physical health and well-being.  In some international research reviews (Parker, 2015; 

Wilches, 2007) it has been shown ‘that teachers’ perceived autonomy can be seen to 

correlate positively with perceived self-efficacy, work-satisfaction, empowerment and a 

positive work climate’ (Olason and Salokangas, 2019, p.306).  Guided by the framework of 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Ryan and Deci (2010) propose three innate psychological 

needs - competency, autonomy and relatedness.  They claim to find that when satisfied 

these result in greater self-motivation, mental health, performance and well-being (p.68).  

Hobson and Maxwell (2017) conclude in their research findings that satisfaction of the above 

psychological needs ‘is a necessary but not sufficient condition for optimising the well-being 

of early career teachers, which is dependent upon the interaction of a wider range of 

individual, relational and micro-, meso- and macro-environmental factors’ (p.168).  If afforded 

to teachers it would seem that autonomy has positive benefits for them.  This could support 

an argument for autonomy to be raised to the status of a human need.  Also, if autonomy 

makes teachers happier in their job and allows them to exercise creativity and experiment, 

teaching is more likely to be seen as an attractive profession, and have benefits for pupils 

and the teacher-pupil relationship.  This in turn is good for recruitment and retention.  

 

However, some studies show that ‘teacher autonomy seems to correlate negatively with staff 

turnover and risk of burn out’ (Olason and Salokangas, 2019, p.306).  There can be negative 

costs or consequences of too much autonomy for job satisfaction, mental and physical 

health and well-being.  Interestingly, Pitt (2010) notes that some teachers perceive 

autonomy in the classroom as being abandoned in the without enough support.  Institutional 
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rules, guidance, policies and norms can play an important and supportive role for teachers in 

a number of ways.  Firstly, in framing the complex decisions that teachers have to make on a 

daily basis and reducing the need to fully think through in depth every decision that has to be 

taken.  Secondly, in reducing the need for teachers to be constantly innovative, creative and 

imaginative in the way they do their job as this can be demanding on time and energy, as 

well as being unrealistic given the demands of the role (Cribb and Gewirtz, 2006, p.208).  

Thirdly, by reducing a heavy teacher workload.  For example, in a department where the 

policy or practice is to have detailed schemes of work in place that all teachers follow (either 

prescriptively or as guidance) or where teachers share planning and preparation, a heavy 

workload can be reduced.  Therefore, control in certain areas can be seen as beneficial to 

job satisfaction, mental and physical health and well-being.  Thus, restrictions or limitations 

on autonomy can work to the good and offer support. 

 

Finally, in considering the above arguments raised in the literature on the relationship 

between autonomy and professionalism, accountability and well-being, it is my view that 

there needs to be both autonomy and control.  What is at issue is the balance between these 

closely linked ideas and the different forms they can take in combination.  Teacher autonomy 

is not an absolute and I concur with Anderson (1987) who argues that ‘like many educational 

variables’ it ‘exists along a continuum.  As a consequence, a midpoint on the autonomy 

continuum - a balance between uniqueness and standardisation, between license and 

responsibility - is the desirable state of affairs.’ (p.357)  Therefore, it is more a matter of 

degree and extent, not absolutes.   

 

2.6 Inhibiting or Enabling Teacher Autonomy   

In the literature, a number of factors can be identified that inhibit or enable teacher 

autonomy, including pedagogical autonomy to varying degrees.  Benson (2010), Freeman 

and Freeman (1994) and Crookes (1997) identify a number of factors that influence teachers 

and teaching in the teaching of English as a Second or Foreign Language (S/FL) context 
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and not always in a UK setting.  However, what they say has applicability in different subject 

contexts and a UK setting, as well as demonstrating the range, complexity and 

interrelationship of the factors at work.  Freeman and Freeman (1994) identify: the way 

teachers themselves were taught; the content and methods of their training; other teachers 

and administrators; changes in teaching such as a new class, course or school; access to 

materials; the nature of the pupils taught; the demands of those beyond education (p.24).  

Benson (2010) adds to this when he notes ‘systemic restraints’ on teacher autonomy in 

schools, specifically in relation to ‘schemes of work’, ‘school based supervision and 

surveillance mechanisms’ (p.259).  Crookes (1997) agrees with all of the above factors, but 

states that what and how teachers teach is also ‘influenced by the effects of the social 

structures in which they are embedded, which create them, and which they in turn create’ 

(p.73).  He believes ‘there are grounds for grave concern when we consider the factors 

influencing S/FL teachers and teaching in many parts of the world.’ (p.67) and identifies a 

deskilling of the profession in four areas that influence what and how teachers teach and 

limit their autonomy.  Firstly, the curriculum is ‘mandated by’ a ‘higher authority’ or 

constrained by ‘the need to prepare pupils for standardised tests.’  Secondly, the education 

and schooling functions of education are opposed to teachers’ accountability, leading to 

teachers having to write lots of reports and teach to the test.  Thirdly, teachers experience 

isolation and a lack of interaction with their colleagues and have little time for professional 

development.  Fourthly, the education system is ‘often severely under-funded’ (p.68).   

 

These constraints on teacher autonomy can be categorised in different ways.  For instance, 

Trebbi (2008) argues that teachers are never free from constraints and identifies three 

categories of these: supportive constraints (namely, those that offer new experiences and 

encourage critical reflection on practice), external constraints (such as the curriculum 

structure) and internal constraints (namely, teacher attitudes /beliefs/values).  Whereas, 

Leithwood at al (1997) identify the areas of responsibility that teachers have and organise 

these into three degrees of autonomy.  Firstly, those allowing a high degree of autonomy, 
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such as teacher-pupil interactions.  Secondly, those allowing a low degree of autonomy as 

the decisions are dominated by head-teachers and staff groups, such as the curriculum 

structure.  Thirdly, those allowing shared autonomy, such as being allowed to choose 

teaching resources (pp.303-325).  The latter supports seeing teacher autonomy as 

something that is individual, variable and shared.   

 

Also, in the literature there is an emphasis on the significance of the TT-mentor relationship 

(Hascher at al, 2004; Hobson and Malderez, 2002; Hobson et al, 2009; l’Anson, 2004; 

Moore, 2004   Waghorn and Stevens, 1996).  This is not surprising as the mentor has a 

crucial role in supporting, developing and encouraging the TT.  Furthermore, the mentor is a 

key factor in inhibiting or enabling pedagogical autonomy.  The latter was identified at the 

start of this research by my TTs (Ch. 1.3.1) and in previous research (Newlands, 2014).   

 

Over the last fifty years, there have been two main discourses in policies and publications in 

relation to how to teach and train teachers that have implications for mentorship and 

pedagogical autonomy.  Moore (2004) conceptualises these as firstly ‘the competent 

craftsperson discourse’ and secondly the ‘reflective practitioner discourse’ (p.8).  The 

‘competent craftsperson discourse’ sees teaching ‘as a relatively simple skill that can be 

learned by imitation and improved by practice’ (Grimmitt, 2000, p.16).  This is supported by a 

mentor who sees TT ‘learning potential’ in terms of ‘practicum as apprenticeship’ (Hascher et 

al, 2004).  Here the mentor is seen as an expert and the TT seeks to become like the mentor 

and adopts his/her methods.  Whereas, the ‘reflective practitioner discourse’ can be seen at 

work with a mentor who sees TT ‘learning potential’ in terms of ‘practicum as professional 

development’ (Hascher et al, 2004) and is a model that I encourage in my own institution 

when working with mentors.  This is where TT learning is supported by the mentor who is 

only one of a number of impressions about the teaching context and feedback is reflected on 

by the TT, and both he/she and the mentor are seen as learners (pp.625-626).  This model 
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is more conducive to TTs being allowed pedagogical autonomy and recognises the 

complexity of the process involved in learning to teach.   

 

Furthermore, in the literature there is an emphasis on teacher empowerment in the face of 

constraints upon teacher autonomy (Benson, 2010; Kuan Boey, 2010; Lamb, 2000: Pollard 

(2010), Vieira, 1999).  Vieira (1999) draws upon a ‘metaphor of liberation’ and looks to ‘the 

emancipation of teachers as a major aim’ (p.227).  She argues for teachers to be viewed as 

active participants in the construction of curricular content and more involved in a ‘process of 

autonomisation, thus feeling more empowered to take charge of their own course of action’ 

(p.232).  For Kuan Boey (2010), the idea of ‘teacher empowerment’ is understood as giving 

‘teachers an added sense of ownership and connectedness to their teaching profession 

where teachers feel control over it’.  Accompanying consequences of this are seen to be 

higher job satisfaction, motivation, commitment, better communication and effective 

decision-making amongst teachers.  Also, ‘teacher empowerment’ can be seen as ‘an 

indirect weapon that can be used to combat alienation and segregation in their profession’ 

when teachers feel a lack of control or autonomy (p.2).    

 

Benson (2010) argues that teachers need to acquire ‘a degree of autonomy from both 

structural and internal constraints … if they are to carry out their work effectively.’ (p.262)  

Internal factors such as a teacher’s lack of confidence or low motivation are seen as 

restricting autonomy.  Within the constraints they face, he argues that teachers should find 

‘spaces for autonomy’ (p.273), and teacher autonomy ‘can be understood both as a working 

condition that allows room for a teacher’s professional discretion’ and a ‘capacity to create 

this working condition within prevailing constraints’ (p.263).   He conceptualises this in terms 

of structure and agency, with structure accounting for the constraint and agency for finding 

‘spaces for autonomy’ within the constraints (p.273).  Similarly, in responding to constraints 

on their practice, Lamb (2000) argues that ‘teachers need to understand these ‘but rather 

than feeling disempowered, they need to empower themselves by finding the spaces and 
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opportunities for manoeuvre’ (p.128).  Thus, both Benson, 2010) and Lamb (2000) justifiably 

see the need for an internal capacity or drive for exercising autonomy within existing 

constraints.  This can be seen as appealing in that teacher empowerment is possible within 

the existing status quo.  

 

According to Pollard (2010), teacher autonomy or empowerment is in their hands if they take 

decisive action to build public trust and confidence in the profession.  Therefore, autonomy 

can be self-driven.  The idea of ‘warranted pedagogy’ has a part to play in the extent to 

which teachers are trusted and valued by the public and other stakeholders in the education 

process.  He claims that ‘despite what research tells us about effective teaching and 

learning, the most common perception is that teaching simply involves maintaining discipline 

and imparting knowledge.’  Pollard argues that it is vital for the teaching profession to 

‘demonstrate the nature of its professionalism’ with attention to three elements, in order to 

build public trust and confidence.  Firstly, ‘a valid educational rationale based on evidence-

informed principle’, secondly, ‘effective implementation and commitment to continuing 

improvement’ and thirdly ‘clear explanations of pedagogic strategies in use’ (p.7).  He argues 

that this needs to happen if the profession is to be given greater freedom and autonomy from 

external constraints and its status raised, but this has to be driven by teachers themselves 

demonstrating the nature of their professionalism.   

 

2.7 Conclusions  

This literature review has brought together literature in the fields of pedagogy and teacher 

autonomy.  It contributes to an understanding of my key research question and two sub-

questions (as identified in Ch.1.1).   

 

In reviewing the literature on pedagogy in RE, I argue that: ‘pedagogy’ can be defined, 

understood and used in both simple and complex ways; it is important for teachers to 

engage with complex definitions, understandings and uses of pedagogy; within education in 



 

58 
 

England, there is a need for a greater engagement with complex definitions, understandings 

and uses of pedagogy.  Furthermore, I support the encouragement and use of a wide range 

of teaching strategies by teachers in an eclectic approach within the secondary RE 

classroom.  

 

In reviewing the literature on teacher autonomy, I explore: the complexity of definitions, 

understandings and uses of the terms ‘autonomy’ and ‘teacher autonomy’; a range of factors 

that inhibit or enable teacher autonomy; the focus on teacher empowerment in the face of 

constraints on teacher autonomy; arguments both for and against limiting or controlling 

teacher autonomy and argue that it is not an absolute, but should have restrictions on it. 

 

In conclusion, this chapter has contextualised my research in the literature and informs it.   

Also, it has enabled me to identify key issues and begin engaging with these in relation to 

pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers.    
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Chapter 3: Positionality of the Researcher 

 

Cresswell (2003) reminds us that all researchers have assumptions ‘about how they will 

learn and what they will learn’ (p.6), that impact on how knowledge is to be revealed.  Thus, 

‘Philosophically researchers make claims about what is knowledge (ontology)’ and ‘how we 

know it (epistemology)’ (p6).  I align myself ontologically with nominalism and 

epistemologically with constructivism, though recognising that this is something that 

continues to emerge and is not necessarily a fixed part of my researcher identity.  Revealing 

these assumptions is important because firstly, it allows my position as a researcher to be 

defended and enables others to see where I am coming from.  Secondly, it allows my biases 

as a researcher to be detected and possibly minimises the effects of these. Thirdly, it allows 

the selection of appropriate research strategies in line with my assumptions so that the right 

choices are made and the results are coherent.   

 

3.1 Ontological Assumptions 

Ontological assumptions refer to:  

Claims and assumptions that are made about the nature of social reality, claims 

about what exists, what it looks like, what units make it up and how these units 

interact with each other.  In short, ontological assumptions are concerned with what 

we believe constitutes social reality. (Blaikie 2000, p.8) 

More specifically, the argument questions whether there is an objective reality as a ‘given’ 

out there (realism), that is independent of all social actors and exists whether we are 

conscious of it or not or only a subjective reality in our minds (nominalism).  Cohen, Manion 

and Morrison (2011) define the nominalist position as holding ‘that objects of thought are 

merely words and that there is no independently accessible thing constituting the meaning of 

a word.’ (p.6)  Thus, objects are dependent for their existence on the knower.  In aligning 

myself with nominalism in the nominalist-realist debate, I am asserting that ‘the social world 
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external to individual cognition is made of nothing more than names, concepts and labels 

which are used to structure reality.’ (Burrell and Morgan, 1978, p.4)  Social reality is both 

subjective and unique to individuals. 

 

3.2 Epistemological Assumptions 

For Crotty (1998), epistemology is ‘the theory of knowledge embedded in the theoretical 

perspective and thereby in the methodology.’ (p.3) and for Blaikie (2000) ‘claims about how 

what is assumed to exist can be known.’ (p.8).  Flowers (2009) refers to it as ‘views about 

the most appropriate ways of enquiring into the nature of the world … what is knowledge and 

what are the sources and limits of knowledge’ (p.2).  The thread of ‘knowledge’ is evident 

throughout the above definitions and specifically, how we know what we know.  

 

Epistemologically, I would identify myself as a constructivist on the positivist-constructivist 

continuum.  Therefore, I make a number of assumptions about knowledge: knowledge is 

personal, subjective and unique; there is no objective knowledge or independent reality 

outside of thinking; the world we experience prior to encountering it is without meaning which 

is constructed by individuals as they engage with and interpret the world.  Littledyke and 

Huxford (1998) assert: 

As everyone has unique experiences individuals will have personal and unique 

construct systems.  The extent to which people are similar or different is dependent on 

how similar or different their construct systems are. (p.2) 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain that ‘A constructivist approach’ assumes social realities are 

local, specific and constructed, they are ‘socially experientially based’ and depend on ‘the 

individuals and groups holding them.’ (pp.109-111)  I would argue, as does Flowers (2009), 

that meaning ‘is constructed and (over time) constantly re-constructed through experience 

resulting in many different interpretations.  It is these multiple interpretations that create a 

social reality in which people act.’ (p.3)   
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For Grix (2004), a relationship clearly exists between the ‘conceptualisation of knowledge’, 

the ‘approach to research’ and the ‘methods adopted to acquire knowledge’ (p.176).  He 

sees this as a directional relationship between the key components of ontology, 

epistemology, methodology, methods and sources of data.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison 

(2011) concur ‘ontological assumptions give rise to epistemological assumptions; these in 

turn give rise to methodological considerations; and these in turn, give rise to issues of 

instrumentation and data collection.’ (p.3)  Bearing in mind my ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, I now explain my adoption of a phenomenological 

methodology and qualitative research paradigm.  

 

3.3 Phenomenological Methodology  

My ontological and epistemological positions underpinned the choice of a phenomenological 

methodology.  Fox, Martin and Green (2007) identify general key features of 

phenomenological research: it starts with personal experience of a phenomenon and 

focuses on how people make sense of this; each account is unique though others may make 

similar sense; it produces rich qualitative data from a limited number of participants and 

finally, and perhaps most importantly, its goal is to describe and understand the ‘lived 

experience’ of a phenomenon as made sense of by the research participants.  These 

features made it a logical approach for my research into the phenomenon (anything humans 

live or experience) of pedagogical autonomy.  Also, Titchen and Hobson (2011) identify a 

‘direct approach’ in phenomenological research that I adopted, which seeks to shine a light 

on the foreground of a phenomenon as it presents itself in the consciousness of the people 

who live it.   

 

The roots of phenomenology are found in Husserl’s (1970) classical phenomenology.  He 

saw it as possible through his phenomenological method to access the essential aspects of 

experiences that give a phenomenon a unique character.  The phenomenological researcher 
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aims to identify the ‘essence’ of a phenomenon by exploring in depth experiences or texts.  

Key to an understanding of Husserl are the following: 

 

1. ‘Intentionality’  

This allows objects to appear as phenomena, meaning that all objects / subjects present 

themselves to us as something and it is this that constitutes their reality.  The appearance 

varies depending on the perceiver’s location, context, angle of perception and orientation.  

Groenewald (2004) notes that ‘Husserl rejected the view that objects in the external world 

exist independently … To arrive at certainty, anything outside immediate experience must be 

ignored and in this way the external world is reduced to the contents of personal 

consciousness’ (p.4). 

 

2. ‘Phenomenological reduction’ 

This is ‘a conscious, effortful, opening of ourselves to the phenomena as a phenomenon … 

We want not to see this event as an example of this or that theory that we have, we want to 

see it as a phenomenon in its own right, with its own meaning and structure.’ (Keen, 1975, 

p.38)  

 

3. ‘Bracketing out’  

This requires the suspension of presuppositions, judgements and interpretations by the 

researcher to enable him/her to become fully aware of what is before him/her through 

observation and experience, so going to the ‘things themselves’ (Willig, 2008, p.53).  Thus, 

individuals have to make explicit their preconceptions and suppositions so they are clear and 

understandable.  Willig (2008) notes that ‘Husserl suggested that it was possible to 

transcend pre-suppositions and biases and to experience a pre-reflective consciousness, 

which allows us to describe phenomena as they present themselves to us.’ (p.53)  Grbich 

(2007) and Crotty (1996) both offer a series of steps that they claim enable the researcher to 

do this.  However, Hycner (1985) challenges Husserl when he says ‘the phenomenological 
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reduction teaches us the impossibility of a complete and absolute phenomenological 

reduction.’ (p.281) 

 

4. ‘Lifeworld’  

As a concept, this has ambiguity and inconsistency in its use and Husserl himself recognised 

that clarity of usage is difficult.  Hung and Stables (2008) recognise two ‘orientations’ in its 

use.  Firstly, as the world common to us all, that of everyday life. Secondly, as the world of 

personal experience, a subjective and personal realm, an immediate and lived experience.  

Another term used by Husserl for ‘lifeworld’ is ‘lived experience’ (Hung and Stables, 2008, 

p.4).  

 

There have been several modifications of Husserl’s classical approach that emphasise its 

flexibility.  Laverty (2003) reminds us that Speigelberg (1960) ‘described the historical roots 

of phenomenology as a movement rather than a discrete period of time’, emphasising that 

phenomenology is ‘dynamic and evolving’ (p.10).  Scholars identify different types or forms 

of phenomenology (Grbich, 2009; Willig, 2008).  I adopted descriptive phenomenology in the 

tradition of Husserl.  Although I have not adopted interpretative phenomenology here, I did 

not discount it easily, finding much of what it says appealing, particularly its view that ‘all 

description constitutes a form of interpretation’ (Willig, 2008, p.56).  However, I would argue 

that though eliciting the essence of a phenomenon is difficult and has limitations which I 

acknowledge, it does not mean that we should not make the attempt. 

 

3.4 Qualitative Research Paradigm 

In choosing to adopt a qualitative approach, I discounted a quantitative one, but not without 

considering it first.   Balcikanli (2009) in researching autonomy refrained from using 

quantitative research methods as it was impossible to directly observe the participants’ level 

or state of acting autonomously, and he did not want to limit their creativity by asking closed 

survey questions when participants were keen to tell their stories from which rich data would 
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emerge (p.9). These reasons are very applicable to my research and led me to then 

consider different research methods that might be used to gather the data. 

 

Research in the individually or socially constructed world usually involves qualitative 

research and I adopted this as my research paradigm.  Spratt, Walker and Robinson (2004) 

stress that ‘Primarily qualitative research seeks to understand and interpret the meaning of 

situations or events from the perspective of the people involved and as understood by them.’ 

(p.10)  Denzin and Lincoln (1994) concur and clarify appropriate methods: 

Qualitative research involves the use and collection of a variety of empirical methods 

– case study, personal experience, introspective, life story, interview, observational, 

historical, interactional and visual texts - that describe routine and problematic 

moments and meanings in individuals’ lives. (p.2)    

As a researcher ‘doing qualitative research’, it means: I am more involved with the research 

participants; the goal of my research is to rely on the participants’ view of the situation being 

studied; questions directed to the participants become broad, general and open-ended so 

that the participants can construct the meaning of a situation; my concern as a researcher is 

with listening carefully and discovering how different people construct the world in which they 

live.  The process of research is then largely inductive, with the generation of meaning from 

the data collected in the field.  This seemed to be the most appropriate route for my research 

with its focus on the understandings and experiences of early career secondary RE 

teachers. 

  

3.5 Pedagogical Influences 

Finally, it is crucial to clarify where I stand in relation to the focus of my present research by 

explaining the influences upon me in my own journey with simple and complex 

understandings of pedagogy in an RE context.  Also, the extent to which simple and complex 

understandings of pedagogy are explored with my TTs on the PGCE RE course that I lead.  
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The latter is part of beginning to consider my own influence on them and is returned to later 

(see Ch.6.4). 

  

As an RE teacher in secondary schools for twenty-five years, it was common practice for me 

to draw upon a wide and eclectic range of teaching strategies in the classroom.  This had 

been encouraged and acted upon during my PGCE course, and was maintained throughout 

my career in schools.  However, I was not solely engaged with simple understandings of 

pedagogy as teaching strategies in that time, as complex ones were critically engaged with 

and taken very seriously too.  My first degree in English and Religious Studies was from 

Lancaster University where Smart’s phenomenological RE pedagogy arose.  His book The 

Religious Experience of Mankind (1976) was a core text for RS in the first year of my 

degree, where he presents a six-dimensional model by which to organise the phenomenon 

of religion.  As a PGCE RE TT, the core course text was Grimmitt’s What Can I Do in RE? 

(1973) that proposed an ‘integrative experiential and phenomenological model’ of RE.  Both 

Grimmitt and Smart were major influences on my thinking about pedagogy in my early 

career as an RE teacher.  With the publication of Hammond and Hay’s New Methods in RE 

Teaching: An Experiential Approach (1990), I was introduced to the experiential RE 

pedagogy and excited by its possibilities in the school where I taught, as it seemed to allow 

meaningful RE in a mainly secular context and offer creative and experimental strategies to 

enable pupils to engage with religion and gain understanding.  Wright’s (1997) ‘critical realist’ 

pedagogy resonated with my developing thinking about pedagogy at a later stage, with its 

emphasis on religion being about ‘truth claims’, considerations of what is meant by ‘truth’ 

being paramount and how this is established.  As an RE teacher in schools, personal 

pedagogical positioning was important to me and still is as the route leader of a PGCE RE 

course.  

 

Currently, within the PGCE RE course I lead, pedagogy in both its simple and complex 

senses is a key component of education studies, subject education and subject studies 
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modules.  TTs are introduced to and expected to engage with simple and complex 

understandings of pedagogy.  Utilising a simple understanding of pedagogy as teaching 

strategies, TTs are encouraged by me to draw upon a wide and eclectic range of teaching 

strategies on school placements, and I model this in my own practice when teaching them.  

Also, the importance of engaging with a complex understanding of pedagogy is emphasised.  

TTs encounter and critically reflect on seven key subject-specific pedagogies (confessional, 

phenomenology; experiential; human development; critical realist; interpretive; 

deconstruction and worldview) and are directed to key scholars and texts.  The purpose in 

doing the latter is to enable them to think about where they currently stand pedagogically 

and the impact of this upon their own classroom practice.  Within an assignment on the 

PGCE course, they critically reflect on their own rationale for RE in the curriculum, 

evaluating the subject-specific pedagogies above in defending their argument.  These 

pedagogies are revisited throughout the course.  I aim for TTs to develop their philosophy of 

RE and begin establishing their emerging identity as an RE teacher, with personal 

pedagogical positioning in a complex sense as part of this.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

67 
 

Chapter 4: The Research Design 

 

4.1 Sampling 

Using purposive sampling, I selected a representative sample of twelve RE teachers who 

had completed the PGCE RE course at the university where I work and were taught by me 

as their route leader.  These included:  

a) four of my ex-PGCE RE TTs who had just completed the PGCE course and were 

starting their first year as NQTs in local schools.  They were also based locally for 

their two school placements during the PGCE year.  They were chosen from a cohort 

of seven - in the research these will be referred to as ‘trainee teachers’ (TTs); 

b) four of my ex-PGCE RE TTs who were locally based newly qualified teachers at the 

end of their first year of teaching (NQT year), chosen from a cohort of fourteen - in 

the research these will be referred to as ‘newly qualified teachers’ (NQTs); 

c) four of my ex-PGCE RE TTs who were locally based recently qualified teachers who 

have taught for at least two years - in the research these will be referred to as 

‘recently qualified teachers’ (RQTs).  

 

Current locality and ease of access was a factor in arriving at the sample for each group.  All 

of the participants were either working or about to be working in local schools and all the TTs 

had completed both their school-based training placements in local schools.  For TTs, five of 

them had been in local schools for both their school placements, so four of these were 

selected and the other discounted, as he was the only one not remaining in the area for his 

NQT year, so making access more difficult.   

 

There were enough ex-TTs in local schools who were NQTs at the end of their first year of 

teaching or RQTs at the end of their second year of teaching or later to support a sample if 

they were willing to take part.  All local ex-PGCE TTs in the three groups were contacted and 

invited to take part via e-mail and the general criteria for selection explained to them.  This 
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was an easy means of communication, as I had the e-mail contact details of past TTs and 

the names of the schools in which they were now working.  Attached to the request for NQTs 

and RQTs was the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 1b) and Participant Consent 

Form (Appendix 2b) and the Head-teacher Information Sheet (Appendix 3) with adapted 

versions of the former two for TTs (Appendix 1a and 2a).  Sharing my general criteria for 

selecting a representative sample in the e-mail was done to minimise the risk of ex-TTs 

wondering why they had not been chosen and to ensure that they realised it was not for 

personal reasons.  Should I have received no response to the e-mail, I would have then 

been able to contact them by telephone or letter at their school, as their e-mail may have 

lapsed or they may have needed chasing up.  Fortunately, all replied to e-mail contact and 

there were enough who agreed to participate to support a sample.  Only one person felt that 

he was unable to take part due to family commitments, but stressed that he would otherwise 

have loved to.   

 

On a practical note, the local aspect was important due to financial, time and travel 

constraints for me as the researcher and for the participants.  This was not a limitation on the 

research as a broad and representative sample was still constructed. The size of sample 

was influenced by my phenomenological methodology, as it is the richness and quality of 

data that was important rather than size.  It is in the nature of qualitative research that depth 

is more important than quantity.  

 

From those who agreed to take part, the purposive sample was selected (as detailed in 

Table 1).  Firstly, this ensured a spread of geographical school locations, a range of local 

authorities and types of school.  For the TTs, I considered the latter for the two placement 

schools they were based in during the course and for the NQTs and RQTs, the schools in 

which they currently worked.  Secondly, considering which participants were more likely to 

be articulate and contribute data to the research questions based on my knowledge of them, 
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and whether I thought they would be able to engage deeply in the exploration of pedagogical 

autonomy.  

 Participant Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-educational 

Age Range Setting 

Mike (TT) Male Community 
School 
 
Community 
School 

Co-educational 
 
Co-educational 

11-16 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
Urban 

John (TT) Male Community  
School 
 
Community  
School 
 

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-18 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 

Sarah (TT) Female Community  
School 
 
School of a 
Religious 
Character 

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-18 
 
 
11-18 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 
 

Joanne (TT) Female School of a 
Religious 
Character 
 
Community  
School 

Co-educational 
 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-18 
 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
 
Urban 

Carol (NQT) Female Community  
School 

Co-educational 11-18 Urban 

Sue (NQT) Female Community  
School 

Co-educational 11-18 Rural 

Simon (NQT) Male Community  
School 

Co-educational 11-18 Rural 

Fran (NQT) Female Community  
School 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

Adam (RQT) Male Community  
School 

Co-educational 11-18 Urban 

Serena 
(RQT) 

Female School of a 
Religious 
Character 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

Alison (RQT) Female Community  
School 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

Hilary (RQT) Female Community  
School 

Co-educational 
 
Co-educational 

11-16 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
Urban 

Table 1 Details of the Research Sample 

Note: The phrase ‘community school’ is used to designate a state school that is not of a religious 

character. 

I recognise that some might claim that my sample is opportunistic.  However, a diverse, 

representative sample was selected that demonstrated variation in terms of gender, degree, 
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local education authority, type of school and location in terms of what is typical on the PGCE 

RE course that I lead.  This helped to support the robustness of the data.   

 

On reflection, all schools were co-educational and it may have been useful to have drawn 

upon a participant who had taught in a single-sex school.  Also, only four of the participants 

were male and only four had Theology/Religious Studies degrees, though this reflected the 

gender and academic background composition of the PGCE RE course that I lead.  To what 

extent the latter would have been significant factors in the research is difficult to say. 

 

4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Initially, I considered using concept mapping as a research method to understand the 

phenomenon of pedagogical autonomy, but I was concerned that the process can become 

distracting to the participants.  Also, rich data might not emerge and the data might be 

quantifiable rather than qualitative and this would have defeated my aims.  Then I 

considered structured, unstructured and semi-structured interviews.  It can be argued that in 

structured interviews the researcher influence is less here as the researcher can ask 

everyone the same questions.  This can be seen as leading to the results being considered 

‘neutral’ (Kvale 1996), but this would not have allowed the necessary depth of insight 

required.  Unstructured interviews might have led to a lack of focus, the data generated may 

have been difficult to compare and the research questions might not have been addressed.  

Therefore, I used semi-structured in-depth face-to-face interviews guided primarily by the 

notion of ‘fitness for purpose’, supported by Grix (2008) who says: 

Methods themselves should be seen as free from ontological and epistemological 

assumptions, and the choice of which to use should be guided by research questions 

… The important thing to note here is that it is the researcher who employs a 

particular method in a particular way, thereby associating it with a specific set of 

ontological assumptions. (p.180)   
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The latter is a viewpoint that I would endorse and in considering my research questions and 

their focus on early career RE teachers’ understandings and experiences of pedagogical 

autonomy, semi-structured interviews seemed to be the best choice of research method in 

line with my ontological and epistemological assumptions. 

 

A phenomenological methodology also influenced my choice of semi-structured in-depth-

face-to-face interviews ‘whose purpose is to obtain descriptions of the life world of the 

interviewee with respect to interpreting the meaning of the described phenomena.’ (Kvale 

1996, p.6)  Semi-structured interviews in a face to face setting focus on the depth and 

richness of the varied data that will emerge, enabling open questions to be asked that can 

be extended through the use of prompts and probes.   It is also possible to change the 

sequence of questions, clarify their meaning and to follow up on answers given.  

Furthermore, they are multi-sensory in the channels being used – being verbal, non-verbal 

and heard.   However, there is the recognition that: this method can be unfocussed; material 

not pertinent to the research may emerge; they rely on the skill of the researcher to respond 

to what the interviewee says and ask appropriate questions; are difficult to repeat as the 

respondents may be asked different questions; the openness of questions and the wealth of 

material produced may be difficult to analyse and there are problems in comparing answers.  

 

I asked the participants if possible to bring along a lesson plan to the interview in order to 

initiate discussion about the teaching strategies they adopted as a way into the interview.  

This was to put them at ease as they were talking about what they knew and were pleased 

that someone was interested, so they were gaining benefit from the interview.  This is the 

second stage of Gillham’s (2000, p.37) four stages to the interview process that I drew upon: 

Stage 1:  ‘the introductory phase’ began in advance of the interview and involved 

contacting participants by e-mail and asking them to take part; copies of the Participant 

Information Sheet (Appendix 1a and b) and Participant Consent Form (Appendix 2a and 
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2b) and Head-teacher Information Sheet (Appendix 3) were sent to participants as 

appropriate and if they were selected in the sample, I confirmed details of the interview 

date, place and time by e-mail;  

Stage 2: ‘the opening development of the interview’ to put the participants at ease; 

Stage 3: ‘the central core of the interview’ (Appendix 4 and 5);  

Stage 4: ‘bringing the interview to a close, both socially and in terms of content’.  

This provided a useful structure to the interview and helped to support my creation of an 

open, calm and non-judgemental environment where participants felt free to talk.   

 

Effectively the interview became more like a guided conversation, but one where the 

participant did most of the talking, spoke freely and focussed on the questions.  When the 

latter did not occur I asked another question to refocus.  I very much took on the role of a 

facilitator, not asserting my own opinions, not giving examples from my own experience of 

any phenomena talked about but limiting my involvement with the aim of ensuring that data 

did not become contaminated.  It was difficult being neutral to the ideas being expressed by 

the participants as this had to extend to my body language where a simple nod in response 

to a comment could be perceived as affirmation. 

 

The participants seemed to speak with honesty and openness when talking about their own 

experience in the schools they worked in.  Initially, I was concerned that they would have 

been guarded in their comments as they knew I had a relationship with these schools and 

colleagues.  Participants seemed to be at ease in the interviews, probably due to the 

professional relationship I already had with them and the rapport established, that led to an 

openness that was necessary in researching the real lives of participants.  In talking about 

their current practice and philosophies, these were sometimes in contrast to those 

encouraged by me on their PGCE RE course, so again they did not appear to hold back or 

aim to please me in what they said.  It would be naïve to think that I was the sole formative 

influence on them as they encounter a range of impressions that shape their teacher identity, 
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such as mentors, professional tutors, NQT induction tutors, other colleagues, reading and 

conferences.  The actions taken to establish the ‘roles’ of researcher and participant prior to 

the interviews, where I contacted them as a researcher and EdD student and referred to 

myself in written communication in this way was probably another factor that led to such 

openness.   Later, I consider my position as both an insider and outsider in research, which 

is linked to the above and the possible tensions that may be involved in this (see Ch. 5.3 and 

6.4).   

 

4.3 Digital Recording 

I drew up and conducted semi-structured in-depth phenomenological interviews that were  

digitally-recorded using questions ‘directed to the participant’s experiences, feelings, beliefs 

and convictions about the theme in question’ (Welman & Kruger, 1999, p.196).  The 

interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder to ensure greater accuracy of data 

than other methods.  Advice was given to the participants at the start of the interview to 

speak clearly and not too fast to aid transcription or listening.  I was aware of the impact of 

recording on the participants, that they might be embarrassed, dishonest or reticent to speak 

because of the presence of the digital recorder.  Therefore, at the start of the interview it was 

explained that the digital recorder could be switched off at any point and the participants 

were assured that anonymity and confidentiality regarding the data generated would be 

upheld through the use of pseudonyms. 

 

I originally intended to make a note of important para-linguistic and non-verbal 

communications during the interviews as this would have added to the transcription and 

analysis, often giving more information than the verbal and a strong advantage of the face to 

face interview.  However, I decided that this would have been distracting, but maybe on 

reflection I needed a greater sensitivity to these.  Videoing the interviews was dismissed, as 

it may have been more obtrusive than the digital recorder, is very time-consuming to 

analyse, may impact more on the interview and affect neutrality in terms of participant 
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response.  This reflexivity about digital recording did heighten my awareness of its impact in 

the research setting. 

 

4.4 Prompts and Probes 

I used probes to clarify the participants’ understanding and to allow their own voice to 

emerge fully, as well as to tease out factors that affected their use of teaching strategies.  

Probing was able to take place through the use of a simple ‘Why?’ or supplementary 

questions to get participants to expand on their response or part of it.  A number of ‘prompts’ 

were pre-prepared in case participants had difficulty in framing responses or to use as a 

natural follow on to what was emerging from participants.  Throughout, it was necessary to 

keep in mind the research questions and the later transcription, analysis, verification and 

reporting of interviews by asking for clarification of meanings and ambiguous statements, 

while listening to the participant responses.  Wengraf (2001) refers to this as ‘double 

attention’ (p.194). 

 

4.5 Pilot Interviews 

Kvale (1989) and Gillham (2000) agree that carrying out pilot interviews is important prior to 

research.  Kvale (1989) believes this ‘will increase’ the ‘ability to create safe and stimulating 

interactions’ (1989, p.147).  Gillham (2000) adds ‘Piloting proper is a dress rehearsal which 

includes all the elements of the real thing’ (2000, p.55).  I conducted pilot interviews of a TT, 

NQT and RQT to enable me to rehearse the interview process, reflect and develop it.  My 

initial intention was to conduct one pilot interview for each of the three groups and use the 

remaining three participants in each group to collect the research data.  However, I decided 

to use the data from all four participants in each of the three groups.  The data produced 

from the pilot interviews was very rich and I thought that it would have been a great waste to 

not include it in my findings and the participants echoed the themes of later interviews.  The 

only amendment made was the inclusion of additional specific questions on teacher 

autonomy that I thought would help me to answer the key research question and sub-
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questions more effectively.  The latter were added during my very first interview as I became 

aware that this focus was needed as the interview progressed.   I felt confident in my use of 

phenomenological semi-structured interviews, having practised this research method in the 

earlier stages of the EdD and was aware of what would make these effective. 

 

4.6 Validity 

I concur with Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) who argue that ‘Threats to validity and 

reliability can never be erased completely, rather the effects of these threats can be 

attenuated by attention to validity and reliability through a piece of research.’ (p.179)  

Maxwell (1992) provides a ‘useful checklist of the kind of threats to validity that one needs to 

consider’ and develops ‘five types of understanding and validity commonly used in 

qualitative research’ to judge validity.  These are descriptive validity, interpretive validity, 

theoretical validity, evaluative validity and generalisability (p.279). 

 

I adopted a number of methodological strategies throughout my research that support these 

five ‘types of understanding and validity’:   

 Engaging in a detailed analysis of the data emerging to ensure rich and thick 

descriptions of what the participants said to support descriptive validity. 

 Using phenomenological analysis to identify themes within the data that inhibit or 

enable pedagogical autonomy so that these were not pre-defined but arose out of 

reflection, which enabled the organisation of the data and were true to the 

experiences of the participants to support interpretive validity. 

 Listening to the digital recordings of the interviews and transcribing, and being able to 

return to them again in order to check the themes emerging to support interpretive 

validity (Groenewald, 1985). 

 Supporting interpretations of data and emerging theory with specific reference to the 

data on which interpretations and theories are based, so making the connection 
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explicit and remaining true to what the participants said.  This supported interpretive 

and theoretical viability.  

 Remaining reflexive throughout the research as a way of reducing bias and enabling 

the reader to evaluate the research.  This involved providing rich detail about the 

research context, being transparent about the research process and difficulties/ 

issues encountered and remaining mindful of my insider researcher position. 

 Adopting a range of strategies to minimise bias (as detailed in Ch.5.4).  

Generalisabilty is considered later (see Ch.8.2). 

 

4.7 Research Analysis Methods 

In my data analysis, I acted upon Cohen, Manion and Morrisson’s (2011) principle that 

‘There is no single or correct way to analyse and present qualitative data; how one does it 

should abide by the issue of fitness for purpose’ (p.537).  Therefore, phenomenological 

analysis was chosen as a way to understand the phenomenon of pedagogical autonomy in 

the understanding and life experience of early career secondary teachers at three key 

stages in their professional development.   

 

I used phenomenological analysis to process data, aiming to directly present the rich 

experience of the participants regarding pedagogical autonomy.   Holloway (1997) warns us 

that ‘phenomenology is not a research method in itself; hence researchers who use this 

approach are reluctant to describe specific techniques.  They fear that the strategies might 

be seen as rules and become inflexible, so focus instead on the attitude and response to the 

phenomena under study with the aim of ‘phenomenological description’ (p.118).   This is 

expressed by Keen (1975) who says ‘unlike other methodologies, phenomenology cannot be 

reduced to a ‘cookbook’ of set instructions.  It is more an approach, an attitude, an 

investigative posture with a certain set of goals’ (p.41) which is in accord with the approach 

that was taken. 
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I drew upon Hycner’s (1985) fifteen step guide, presented as ‘one possible manner of 

phenomenologically analysing data’ to enable the researcher to be ‘true to the 

phenomenon’.  This provided a way to identify a number of themes that are not pre-defined 

but reflect and organise the material emerging.  However, he emphasises that ‘No method 

can be arbitrarily imposed on a phenomenon since that would do a great injustice to the 

integrity of that phenomenon.’ (p.280)  Helpfully, Groenewald (2004) develops a simplified 

version of Hycner’s (1985) fifteen steps with five steps which I utilised and adapted to suit 

my needs, reducing these to three steps: 

   

Step 1: The first step involved accurately transcribing the digital interview recordings of 

participants from the spoken to the written.  Oliver et al (2005) argue that ‘transcription is a 

pivotal aspect of qualitative inquiry, and that ‘transcription can powerfully affect the way 

participants are understood, the information they share, and the conclusions drawn’ 

(p.1273).  It was important to carry out the process of transcription to organise and manage 

the data, make it easily accessible, enable the speedy location of crucial sections and as the 

first step towards analysis.  Accuracy of transcription is important in determining the 

dependability of the data and having transcripts available to others in terms of validity and 

checking.  Nikander (2008) sees transcripts in qualitative research ‘as a central means of 

securing the validity and guaranteeing the publicly verifiable, transparent and cumulative 

nature of its findings’ (p.225).  Furthermore, transcriptions allow data to be re-examined in 

the context of new findings or theoretical ideas.  Although it is a time-consuming process, 

transcription is vital to the rigour of qualitative research. 

 

Transcription practices can be seen as on a continuum between naturalism and 

denaturalism.  Naturalised interview transcriptions are verbatim descriptions in great detail 

and note all utterances, stutters, whispers, sighs and pauses and see language as 

accurately representing the real world.  Whereas, in denaturalized interview transcriptions, 

there is no attempt to gain a verbatim description of speech and so stutters, pauses and 
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such like are not included, but here accuracy involves the  meanings and perceptions shared 

and created in the interview that construct reality.  Oliver at al (2005) agree that there is not 

a clear right or wrong way to transcribe interviews and that most researchers are somewhere 

along the naturalism-denaturalism continuum, adopting a blend of both.  It could be argued 

that naturalised transcription provides a more reliable version of the interview, presenting 

speech as spoken by the participant, rather than being filtered through the transcriber and 

privileging the participant’s words.  However, in transcribing, I opted for a denaturalised 

approach, as I regarded this as best serving my research aims and objectives. 

 

I recognise that there are a number of difficulties with the process of transcription.  Poland 

(2003) identifies ‘problems with sentence structure, the use of quotation marks, omissions, 

and mistaking words or phrases for others.’ (p.12)   At times words were muffled in the digital 

recordings I made, but having been present in the interviews, in most cases it was 

straightforward to work out what was being said.  Also, transcriptions lose data from the 

original encounter as they represent translation from one rule system (oral and 

interpersonal) to another very remote rule system (written language) - transcriptions are 

already interpreted data.  It is important to recognise that transcription is an interpretive act 

and that you cannot just convert an interview into a perfect text version of the data.  In a 

review of the literature on transcription, Davidson (2009) notes it is viewed ‘as a process that 

is theoretical, selective, interpretive and representational’ (p.37).  As a transcriber, I had to 

make subjective decisions about misheard words and may have unconsciously changed 

word order.   

 

I offered each of the participants a copy of their interview transcript if they wanted it.  

However, after each interview, I could have sent a copy and invited useful comment in terms 

of verifying their accuracy, identifying errors and providing clarification.  I took the decision 

not to get participants to do a validity check.  Hagens et al (2009) found in their research that 
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the advantages of sending participants transcriptions ‘may be relatively small’ in relation to 

the disadvantages.   

 

Step 2: Various researchers present their own ways of engaging in thematic analysis, but I 

adopted an approach that would help me answer my key research question and sub-

questions, grounded in Saldana (2013).  In my analysis I moved from ‘codes’ to ‘categories’ 

and sub categories’, then  to ‘themes’ as suggested in Saldana’s (2013) ‘codes-to-theory 

model’ and detailed below.  Steps a-c were carried out separately for TT, NQT and RQT 

data: 

a) In reading each transcript over and over again in order to gain a close familiarity 

with the data, codes emerged and a coding system was developed adopting a 

term used by the participant or created by me, but emerging from what the 

participants had said with the aim of remaining true to this.  Relevant units of 

meaning were identified within each transcript that applied to my research 

question and sub-questions and codes attributed to these.  Each code was 

recorded on a post-it and placed on the right hand side of a transcript.  The use 

of post-its meant that when returning to the data it was easy to make changes to 

the codes.  Codes  are defined by Saldana (2013) as  ‘a word or short phrase 

that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or 

evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data’. (p.3)   

Additional codes were added as necessary.  Whenever a new code was devised, 

I would return to earlier transcripts to see whether this code allowed me to see 

that interview in a different way.  Charmaz (2005) suggests ‘Coding is the first 

step in taking an analytic stance towards the data’ and ‘gives a researcher 

analytic scaffolding on which to build.’ (p.517)   In reading the transcripts, the 

procedure of bracketing and phenomenological reduction was followed.  The 
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interviews and transcriptions were approached remaining open to what meanings 

might emerge, which is part of the phenomenological reduction.   

 

b) Having transcribed and coded using post-its in the right hand margin, I then 

copied units of relevant meaning that applied to the key research question and 

sub-questions (see Ch.1.1) onto large post-its with their accompanying code.  

Each participant was given an identification code (for example: TT1 - Trainee 

Teacher 1) that was noted on the post-it.  At a later stage, the participants were 

given pseudonyms as this was more personal, but also maintained anonymity.  

Overall encoded information on the large post-it notes was organised into further 

groups based on similarity and regularity to form categories or ‘families’ that were 

again coded.  As Saldana (2013) suggests, some categories did ‘contain clusters 

of coded data that’ merited ‘further refinement into sub-categories’.  The physical 

moving about of the post-it notes to form categories and sub-categories was a 

helpful process in organising data, allowing its management and manipulation 

that I would have found more difficult if using a computer programme and also 

gave me a strong sense of control and ownership of the data.  I considered 

computer assisted programmes, but did not feel they aided the data collection 

and analysis and were not the ‘best fit’.  However, I recognise the need to 

develop my skills in this area.  

 

c) From these categories, and sub-categories, overarching themes and sub-themes 

eventually emerged or more accurately through a process of inductive analysis/ 

reflection with the themes identified being strongly linked to the data.  Brown and 

Clarke (2011) argue that themes do not ‘reside’ in the data but are a result of us 

thinking about the data and establishing links, thus recognising our role as 

researchers in the process.   As a researcher, I was playing an active role in the 

identification of themes, guided by my research questions (see Ch.1.1) and 
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recognise that the identification of themes is an interpretative process.  Saldana 

(2013) supports this view when he says that a ‘theme is an outcome of coding, 

categorisation and analytic reflection, not something that is, in itself, coded’ 

(p.13).  Codes, categories and sub-categories were revisited and reviewed during 

this process.  I was looking for the prevalence of a theme within individual TT, 

NQT and RQT data sets, but also across the three stages and whether it 

captured something in relation to the research questions.  However, being aware 

that it is important to retain some flexibility in determining what a theme is and 

use researcher judgement in doing so as the number of instances of a theme 

does not necessarily mean it is more crucial and neither does the amount of 

space participants devote to a theme.  

 

It was a difficult decision to make, but eventually after a lengthy process I decided 

and felt confident that all the overarching themes and sub-themes had emerged 

after revisiting the data for a final time.  In text analysis, grounded theorists refer 

to the point at which no new themes are being identified as ‘theoretical saturation’ 

(Strauss and Corbin 1990, p.188).  When and how this point is reached depends 

on the number of transcripts being read and their complexity, researcher 

experience and fatigue and the number of researchers involved.  There is the 

danger of ‘premature closure’ where the researcher does not move beyond the 

face value of the data (Wilson and Hutchinson, 1990. P.123).   

 

Hycner (1985) says in relation to thematic analysis, ‘This procedure requires the 

phenomenological viewpoint of eliciting essences as well as the 

acknowledgement of existential individual differences’ (p.192).  He suggests 

returning for a ‘validity’ check of the codes and themes with the participants and 

asking whether they would like to add further information, but this option was not 

adopted as at some point ownership of the data has to take place.  This would 
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concur with  Bulmer (1982) who does not think that showing participants  the 

findings, analysis and conclusions will increase the validity of qualitative 

research, as ‘the perspectives of individual informants may be ambivalent at any 

given moment, may change over time, and may contradict one another to such 

an extent that  consensus is impossible’ (1982, p.22).  I agree with him that at 

some point the researcher has to take over responsibility for the data and the 

participants are no longer consulted.  However, I asked a colleague and critical 

friend, who is a specialist in the RE field with much experience in research to 

code, analyse and attribute themes to a sample of the data using the transcripts, 

as suggested by Sandelowski (1986) as a check and balance to support rigour in 

the data analysis.  This was valuable in terms of checking the validity of my data 

and seeing what connections my colleague was making, perhaps seeing the data 

in ways that I had missed.  This independent analysis and verification of the 

codes was useful in checking the processes engaged in and whether I was 

remaining true to the phenomenon.  Any significant differences were discussed 

and decisions made regarding the identification of themes.  Furthermore, in order 

to support validity I have placed three transcripts in the Appendices of my thesis 

(Appendix 6a, 6b, 6c). 

 

Step 3: A chart was constructed for each of the three groups of participants as a means of 

‘reducing the data into meaningful groupings that are easier to manage’ (Grbich, 2013, p.62) 

with themes, categories, sub-categories and transcribed meaningful units of data for each 

participant organised into columns.  To support validity I have placed an example of an 

extract from the NQT chart in the Appendices of my thesis (Appendix 7).   
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Chapter 5: Research Ethics 

 

As a researcher, I recognised my dual responsibility to the pursuit of truth and the protection 

of the rights of the participants who may have potentially been harmed by the research, 

accepting that the latter are more important than the former. This required me to balance 

one against the other, referred to as the ‘costs/benefits ratio’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrisson, 

2011, p.75). 

 

To ensure the research remained ethical, prior to it being conducted, attention was given to 

the following ethical issues in turn: 

 anonymity 

 confidentiality 

 safeguarding the data 

 informed consent 

 participant autonomy 

 insider research 

 interviewer bias 

 beneficence 

 non-maleficence 

 researcher expertise and competency 

The ethical principles and practices emerging from a consideration of these were adhered to 

strictly throughout the research. 

 

5.1 Anonymity, Confidentiality and Safeguarding the Data 

The assurance of anonymity, confidentiality, non-identifiability and non-traceability is crucial 

in the desire for participants to be honest, in the interests of ‘justice, fairness and respect for 

privacy of persons’ (Piper & Simons 2005).  I reassured the participants that this was the 
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case when communicating to them in both the Participant Information Sheet (see Appendix 

1a and 1b), the Participant Consent Form (Appendix 2a and 2b) and at the start of the 

interview.  

 

Anonymity means that participants are not identifiable in the final research so that data 

cannot be traced back to them.  Therefore, in the final research report I used pseudonyms to 

make participants and schools anonymous.  Though I recognise as Piper and Simons (2005) 

state, ‘anonymisation cannot guarantee that harm may not occur.  How people react to 

research reports cannot be foreseen in advance’ (p. 57).  Even when heavily disguised, it is 

true that the context can offer clues to identity, but I have sought to minimise this.  Although, 

I have provided a table with details about the participants and their schools (Table 1), the 

information provided would not enable a specific school to be identified.  In giving details of 

the research sample in this table, I initially stated the degree subject of each participant and 

number on roll for each school that I later removed as this may have led to the schools/ 

participants being identified.  Furthermore, knowledge of these is not significant to the 

research.  Anonymity was essential to ensuring that the participants felt able to freely talk 

without the fear that what they said would later be traceable to them.   

 

Confidentiality refers to the range of people who might have access to the data being 

provided and who will have the opportunity to read it.  This was discussed with participants 

prior to the interview and detailed in the information provided to them in advance of the 

interview (Appendix 1a and 1b).  If anything of an illegal nature had been disclosed, I 

recognised that that I would have had to inform the appropriate authorities.  This was 

detailed in the information provided to participants prior to the interview (Appendix 1a 

and1b), discussed with participants at the start of it and participants signed the Participant 

Consent Form (Appendix 2a and 2b) to show they understood.  In my research, the 

reassurance of anonymity and confidentiality had a heightened importance in encouraging 
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honesty as a power relationship existed between me and the participants, as well as with 

their schools.  

 

In information provided to participants, reference was made to destroying data, its collection, 

storage, security and the use of recordings to protect the privacy of participants and 

discourage inappropriate use.  I recorded the interviews on a digital voice recorder and after 

the interview transferred them to my computer, deleting the material on the digital recorder at 

this point.  In accordance with the Data Protection Act (1998) in operation at the start of the 

research, I password protected all data on the computer and this password was not shared 

with anyone and changed regularly.  All written data was kept in a locked cupboard to which 

only I had access and was not left out for others to see.  The data will be kept for five years 

from the completion of the project before being destroyed.  

 

5.2 Informed Consent and Participant Autonomy 

Informed consent and participant autonomy involves ensuring the participants are aware of 

the nature of the research and their role in it.  They were provided with information that 

helped them decide whether they wanted to be involved in the research or not.  In initially 

contacting them via e-mail, I attached a Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 1a or b) and 

a Participant Consent Form (Appendix 2a or b) for all those invited to participate and in 

addition, a Head-teacher Information Sheet (Appendix 3) for NQTs and RQTs.  There was 

the opportunity to ask questions via e-mail, telephone or in person.  The nature and role of 

the research was explained again at the start of the interview, when there was a further 

opportunity to ask questions and the participants were invited to sign the consent form if they 

were still willing, hopefully ensuring that their consent was voluntary and informed (Homan, 

1991).  I was keen that at all stages those approached and those selected felt able to say 

‘No’ or withdraw at any time without feeling that they had let me down or that there would be 

consequences.  I reassured them of this in my e-mail, in the attached documents and at the 

start of the interview so attempting to ensure there was no perceived undue influence or 
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coercion.  I set a deadline date for responding to the e-mail, but I left enough time for 

participants to consider carefully whether or not they wished to take part.   

 

In the Participant Information Sheet for NQTs and RQTs, I asked willing participants to let 

me have the name and e-mail addresses of their head-teacher, who is the ‘gatekeeper’ of 

the school.  Thus, participants were requested to discuss the research with their head-

teacher as a matter of courtesy prior to confirming involvement and give them a copy of the 

Head-teacher Information Sheet (Appendix 3).  Once the participants had agreed to take 

part in the research and the sample selected, I contacted the head-teacher of the schools 

involved via e-mail, attaching an electronic copy of the Head-teacher Information Sheet and 

thanking them for staff involvement as a matter of courtesy and invited comment if they so 

wished to any of the named contacts but none responded. 

 

5.3 Insider Research 

My position on one level was as a researcher ‘on the outside, looking in’, enabling me ‘to 

engage in a systematic study of participants mental representations of the phenomenon as 

they experience it’ (Titchen and Hobson, 2011, pp.121-2) as I am not an early career teacher 

permanently based in a school.  However, it is not so simple, as in many respects I am an 

insider in that all participants were ex-TTs on a PGCE course that I lead and I was their sole 

subject tutor.  The schools they work in are part of the university-school partnership that I am 

involved in.  Thus, I recognised the power relationships that exist between myself and the 

participants and me as a representative of the School of Education and the participants’ 

schools.  I referred to myself as a researcher in the information to participants, rather than as 

a Senior Lecturer in Religious Education at a university to distinguish between my roles, but 

obviously cannot ignore the latter role in relation to the participants and their schools, as they 

know me in this context but need reassurance that I am approaching them in the role of 

researcher.  I am also involved in teaching myself as a university lecturer in a School of 

Education, make school placement subject tutor visits to schools and have taught in 
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secondary schools for over twenty-five years so am very familiar with school settings.  There 

is a certain role duality in my research that is difficult to balance (DeLyser, 2001).   

 

Kerstetter (2012) encourages a move away from talking about an insider/outsider dichotomy 

and sees all researchers falling in ‘the space between’ which is where I find myself.  

Furthermore, she challenges researchers to ‘assume a responsibility to understand where 

they are positioned within the space and to explore how their status may affect the research 

process and its outcomes’ (p.102) which is a part of reflexivity.  Reflexivity was important to 

my research as a way of reducing bias; being transparent about difficulties/issues and 

remaining mindful of my position within insider research and making this known.  Cohen at al 

(2000) suggest that by making the research process transparent and honest the reader is 

able to construct their own perspectives which are ‘equally as valid as our own’ (p.106).   

 

Mercer (2010) explores the pros and cons of ‘insiderness’ in relation to four areas that 

provide a useful model in considering my research:   

 

1. Access 

Making initial contact with the NQT and RQT participants was straightforward as they were 

all ex-TTs whose contact details I have and they are all located locally.  Six of the eight NQT 

and RQT participants were interviewed in their own school context and this involved travel 

and cost for me but not them and they had to book an interview room.  I requested that this 

was somewhere quiet and private that allowed for confidentiality.   This was more 

problematic than I thought as on two occasions the interview took place in a shared 

department area where we were interrupted and in another school we had to spend time 

touring the building to find a space.  I considered holding the interviews elsewhere as it 

might have been that the participants felt constrained in what they said within their own 

school setting.  They may have wished to be critical of the school and may have still been in 

work mode, needing physical and emotional distance to talk.  However, a more public place 
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outside of school would have lacked privacy, there would be distractions and the recording 

might not be as clear.  

 

Inviting them to be interviewed at the university would seem to give me more power as they 

are coming to me, it could give another layer of formality and also demanded financial 

expense and a greater time commitment from them.  However, two of the NQT participants 

passed the university on their way home each day and said that they would prefer to be 

interviewed at the university as it was easier for them than having to find time during the 

school day.  The four TT participants were also interviewed at the university as this was 

most convenient for them at the time, but maybe this was problematic as they were in their 

training context and with me as their ex-route leader/subject tutor. 

 

2. Intrusiveness 

I was familiar with the teachers in my sample and the school contexts in which they were 

placed while at university and the schools in which they now worked.  Therefore, I have 

some awareness of their experiences, but in the interviews I was asking them to reflect more 

deeply and open up more than I had done previously, so there was a level of intrusion.   With 

those at the end of their NQT year and RQT teachers, I knew them as ex-TTs but had not 

necessarily been in contact with them since the completion of their course, so had not 

maintained those close professional relationships.  Nevertheless, I still had a professional 

relationship with them, but a more distant one.  Also, I was asking them to open up about 

experiences since they left university that I had not previously been party to, but by this point 

they had successfully graduated from the course, as had the TTs.   

 

3. Familiarity 

I was aware that familiarity with the research setting and the fact I had a professional 

relationship with the participants could mean that I might gain deeper insight into the 

researched group (Mannay, 2010).  Participants may have been more at ease in the 
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interviews as they are familiar with me and I may have been able to identify more easily the 

important issues in the interview responses and probe further because of this familiarity.  It 

could be argued that someone on the outside has greater difficulty in understanding the 

complexities and nuances of the world explored.  However, ‘greater familiarity can make 

insiders more likely to take things for granted’ and ‘develop ‘myopia’, the obvious question 

might not be asked … assumptions might not be challenged … and data might become 

thinner as a result.’ (Mercer, 2010, p.11)   As an indigenous researcher, Mannay (2010) 

used visual methods of data production to make the familiar strange as a way to overcome 

these difficulties.  

 

I considered training someone else to carry out the interviews, but worried that this would 

lessen my control over the research process and might lead to less fruitful research as 

appropriate lines of enquiry might not have been pursued in the interviews.  Also, I 

considered involving others in the data analysis, perhaps asking an ‘outsider’ researcher to 

analyse the data and an ‘insider’ researcher as well as myself to check validity and illuminate 

any assumptions that I might make, but I think there comes a point when the integrity of the 

researcher has to be trusted and upheld.    

 

4. Rapport 

Rapport may be an advantage, but it might be that participants did not share information with 

me because of the fear that I would judge them and that they would have been more open 

with an ‘outsider’.   Also, as I was asking NQTs and RQTs to discuss challenges they have 

or are experiencing in the schools in which they work, it is likely that there may be some 

reservation in the interview, particularly as I was interviewing most of them in their own 

schools.  

 

The use of phenomenological open questions in the interviews was intended to help me 

enable the participants to raise issues for themselves that can then be explored in further 
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questions, rather than a perceived agenda led by me.  In open questions there is no 

restriction on the content or manner of the participants’ reply.  In phenomenological 

interviews, the best research questions are those that are open, with the use of the ‘Can you 

tell me …?’ question stem being particularly helpful (as detailed in Appendix 4 and 5).  Open 

questions enable: flexibility; probing; depth; testing of participants’ knowledge; 

encouragement to co-operate; rapport to be established; unexpected issues to arise and 

new connections to be made.  The intention was to allow the participants’ own experience to 

emerge without reference to my own preconceptions.  Also, the questions were easy to 

understand, short and usually devoid of academic language to enable flow within the 

interview and to generate spontaneous rich descriptions.   

 

5.4 Interviewer Bias 

I was concerned I might lead the interviews through my own research framework and thus 

introduce ‘interviewer bias’ - pursuing questions or ideas raised that I interpreted as 

significant rather than allowing the participants to speak for themselves.  Tomlinson (1989) 

highlights this concern with ‘the extent to which the interview process is open to the 

respondent’s frame of reference as opposed to being framed by the interviewer’s terms.’ (p. 

159)   Furthermore, Kvale (1989) reminds us that ‘the researcher defines and controls the 

situation’ (189, p.6) in a conversation which is not one of equal partners as the topic of the 

interview is introduced by the researcher and the follow up to answers.  To minimise bias, I 

drew upon strategies such as keeping my own talk to a minimum, avoiding leading questions 

that provoked a specific response and the semi-structured nature of the interview only 

allowed a degree of interviewer control.  Also, I was conscious of the messages my linguistic 

and paralinguistic features might be giving and sought to control these.  Furthermore, I 

recognise that I am a stakeholder in the research, but in declaring this I am making possible 

bias explicit in the selection and interpretation of data.  I was reflexive at all stages of the 

research process about my assumptions, role and impact on the research setting.  It is 

unrealistic in qualitative research to seek objectivity, as the researcher is involved in 
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subjective interpretation and analysis depends on this and the interaction of the researcher 

with the researched.  

 

5.5 Beneficence  

Beneficence is the requirement to promote the interests and well-being of others.  All 

participants enjoyed the opportunity to just talk, reflect and be listened to.  Kvale (1989) 

reminds us that ‘The researcher … can offer benefits to the subjects through their 

participation in the investigation.’ (p.116)  It is this that leads to a rich wealth of material 

being generated from the interview.  As participants talked, there were shifts in ideas and a 

growing awareness as they constructed and deconstructed reality as they saw it.  

Traditionally in interviews, the interviewer has been seen as extracting information from a 

passive respondent.  However, it is my view, supported by Holstein and Gubrium (2003), 

that particularly in the case of the in-depth semi-structured interview, the participant should 

be ‘Construed as active, the subject behind the respondent not only holds the details of a 

life’s experience, but in the very process of offering them up to the interviewer, constructively 

shapes the information.’ (p.14)  The participant is actively working on meaning in the 

interview and the researcher is ‘engaged in the interactional co-construction of the 

interview’s content.’ (p.15)  Participants were keen to contribute to the research; pleased 

they had been chosen and given a voice; understood that what they had to say would have 

a possible audience and an impact; enjoyed reflecting on their own practice/experience and 

professional/pedagogical development.    

 

5.6 Non-Maleficence 

Non-maleficence refers to the duty of researchers to avoid the causation of harm.  

Researchers have a moral duty or obligation to attempt to minimise the risk of physical/ 

mental harm to themselves, human and animal participants and stakeholders.  Harm should 

not be disproportionate to the benefit.  It was possible that there might have been some 

sensitivities raised within my interviews when discussing pedagogy in its simple sense and 
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autonomy, as participants may not have been at ease about the ways they are or have been 

directed to teach.  It was important that participants felt at ease, that a ‘safe space’ for 

discussion was created and they understood confidentiality and anonymity would be 

maintained.  If distress had been inadvertently and unexpectedly caused then the digital 

recorder could have been switched off, a break could have been taken before continuing, 

with the participants’ agreement or the interview terminated.  The latter is detailed in the 

Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 1a and 1b) and Participant Consent Form 

(Appendix 2a and 2b).  In the Participant Information Sheet details were given of my two 

supervisors who could be contacted should there be any questions or issues arising from the 

research and an independent contact person should any concerns arise.   

 

Ethical principles and guidelines do not always focus on harm to the researcher.  It was 

unlikely that I would be put at harm in conducting this research and could not foresee harm 

arising from the publication of my findings.  The research interviews were conducted in an 

appropriate, non-threatening, non-stressful manner, so attempting to ensure that participants 

did not feel harmed by them.  Furthermore, in seeking to maintain high standards of ethical 

conduct in my research it meant that the reputation of research at the university where I am 

studying and educational research more widely was not harmed and the School of Education 

was not brought into disrepute. 

 

5.7 Researcher Expertise and Competency 

My level of expertise and competency as a researcher has developed through completing 

Part 1 of the EdD.  I attended all programmed sessions and completed all three assignments 

successfully, the latter two assignments having a distinct research focus.  Sessions included: 

ontological and epistemological assumptions; writing a literature review; critical reading at 

doctorate level; exploration of philosophical stances in relation to research such as critical 

realism, constructivism and positivism; methodological approaches, such as narrative 

enquiry, case study, action research; phenomenology, grounded theory and discourse 
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analysis; quantitative and qualitative research methods; identifying and developing a 

research question, conceptual framework and research proposal; critical reflection, reflexive 

practices and thinking; data analysis; key theorists/philosophers; research in policy; research 

ethics and insider research.  

 

My thesis proposal was also approved at a Research Plan Approval meeting and contained 

a section on ethics that addressed the issues arising for my proposed research.  Also, it had 

to be submitted for scrutiny by the Research Ethics and Governance Committee of the 

university I am studying at for Tier 2 ethical approval which was gained.  Furthermore, the 

research area is in my specialist field as a Senior Lecturer in Religious Education at the 

university where I work. 
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Chapter 6: Research Findings and Analysis 

 

From my phenomenological thematic analysis of the data, overarching themes and 

associated sub-themes emerged.  These relate closely to my key research question: ‘What 

factors inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious 

Education (RE) teachers?’ as the themes and sub-themes are these factors.  These are not 

pre-defined but reflect, organise and remain true to the material emerging from the 

participants in the interviews and were generated by applying Saldana’s (2013) ‘codes-to-

theory model’, using the process of moving from ‘codes’ to ‘categories’, ‘sub categories’ and 

eventually ‘themes’ and ‘sub-themes’.  This process is described in detail elsewhere (see 

Ch.4.7).  These overarching themes and sub-themes are as follows: 

 

Theme 1: Understandings of Autonomy 

 

Theme 2: Subject Content and Frameworks   

2.1 Content and Skills  

2.2 Schemes of Work 

2.3 Examinations 

 

Theme 3: Allocation of Resources    

3.1 Time  

3.2 Space  

 

Theme 4: Pupil Teaching and Learning  

4.1 Class Dynamic  

4.2 Pupil Engagement 
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Theme 5: Professional Learning Relationships   

5.1 Teacher-Department  

5.2 Trainee Teacher-Mentor/Class Teacher  

 

In this chapter, I analyse these themes through the lenses of pedagogical autonomy and 

three stages in the early career of secondary RE teachers (Trainee Teacher(s) - TT(s), 

Newly Qualified Teacher(s) - NQT(s) and Recently Qualified Teacher(s) - RQT(s)). 

Throughout this chapter, utilising a simple understanding of ‘pedagogy, ‘pedagogical 

autonomy’ is defined as individual teachers being free to make their own decisions about the 

teaching strategies they use in their classroom and to draw upon a wide range of these (see 

Ch.2.1).  Also, participants in using the word ‘pedagogy’ are referring to ‘teaching strategies’.  

I have chosen to organise and present my findings under the overarching themes and sub-

themes identified in my research using these as headings for a number of reasons.  Firstly, 

this approach is the most appropriate way to proceed as each of the themes allow the 

discussion of impactful talking points that emerge from what the participants say.  Secondly, 

it enables me to identify recurrent patterns in what participants say in rich detail that are 

important and interesting, and allows me to interpret and make sense of these.  Thirdly, it 

allows me to effectively present my findings in relation to my key research question and two 

sub-questions (see Ch.1.1).   
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6.1 Trainee Teachers 

 

The research sample for the TT participants is as follows:  

 

Participant Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-
educational 

Age Range Setting 

Mike  Male Community 
School 
 
Community 
School 

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-16 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 

John  Male Community 
School  
 
Community 
School 

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-18 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 

Sarah  Female Community 
School 
 
School of a 
Religious 
Character 

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-18 
 
 
11-18 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 
 

Joanne  Female School of a 
Religious 
Character 
 
Community 
School 

Co-educational 
 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-18 
 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
 
Urban 

 

6.1.1 Theme 1: Understandings of Autonomy 

 

John and Sarah both distinguish between curricular and pedagogical autonomy.  Sarah sees 

teacher autonomy as needing ‘to be tempered somewhat by the fact you have to deliver 

certain material to children.’  Similarly, John says in relation to whether teachers should have 

autonomy, ‘It depends on the degree … to a certain degree … the content is somewhat 

prescribed.’  Furthermore, he uses the word ‘right’ in explaining limits to autonomy when he 

identifies ‘the children’s right’ to a balanced perspective on an issue being presented in the 

classroom.  He says ‘like a teacher wouldn’t be able to say ‘I’m not teaching evolution only 

creationism’ as that would be detrimental to the children and irresponsible.’  This suggests 
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that without constraints on curricular autonomy, teacher bias in the selection of curriculum 

content and indoctrination might occur, with children not being presented with a balanced 

perspective from which to reach their own conclusions.  Therefore, restriction is in the 

interests of pupils and their right to a balanced perspective.  Then in relation to pedagogical 

autonomy, he identifies ‘the children’s right’ to an education that enables them to make 

progress, stating ‘It all comes down to results and progress.’  This implies that a teacher who 

exercises their autonomy responsibly in making decisions about what teaching strategies to 

use should be allowed that autonomy as long as pupils make the expected progress and this 

has not been hindered.     

 

Joanne supports teacher autonomy when she states that teachers are ‘the ones having to 

get up and deliver five lessons a day and they should be able to dictate how they’re doing 

that, but that needs to be informed.’  She argues in relation to teachers making decisions 

about how they teach, ‘if you can justify it and use evidence and link it to data and say look 

at the progress students are making then they {the school senior management team} can’t 

really argue with it.’  Thus, like John, Joanne supports a pedagogical autonomy that is based 

on making ‘informed’ decisions of what is appropriate and enables pupils to make progress.  

Furthermore, she states if you are just adopting a teaching strategy ‘because that’s the easy 

option, then that’s not right’, as this would not be behaving in a professionally responsible 

way.  She says of those teachers who take the ‘easy option’ that ‘they should not have 

autonomy’.  Therefore, she appears to view autonomy as something that can be taken away 

if a teacher is professionally irresponsible, where trust placed in a teacher is misused and 

their duty to teach in a way that enables pupils to progress is ignored.  Thus, there is a 

strong sense of professional responsibility and accountability in what she says, with teachers 

who exercise pedagogical autonomy justifying the trust placed in them through the evidence 

of pupil progress data. 
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Mike asserts that ‘On an everyday level teachers have got freedom, everything you know 

from activities, the kind of starter activities, their manner, behaviour management, the way 

they set up the room, displays, in terms of how they are as a teacher, how they want to 

deliver the learning and how they want to create their environment for learning.’  Thus, he 

sees teachers enjoying autonomy in a number of ways as they fulfil their professional role.  

He claims that if he felt his autonomy was ‘limited in future’ by those who ‘felt their ideas 

were better’ than his, then he would tactfully say something as for him autonomy matters.   

 

Sarah and Joanne also believe autonomy matters and see clear benefits for teachers in 

having it and for pupils too.  Sarah links autonomy to notions of ‘well-being’ when she states 

‘I think autonomy is part of well-being and I think for teachers to respect themselves and 

have a sense of well-being in the classroom they have to have that power and autonomy.’  

Also, she links the benefits of autonomy  to pupil progress and teacher individuality when 

she says ’in those classes where I was allowed to be myself I did better and I think the kids 

did better.’  The notions of teacher well-being, respect, power and autonomy emerge clearly 

here and the connections emphasised with consequences for pupils.  What Joanne says, 

supports these ideas when she states ‘if you have pedagogical teacher autonomy then you 

have confidence in yourself as a teacher and what you’re doing.’  She identifies performance 

benefits for teachers and pupils as recipients when she says that ‘There’s no point trying to 

adopt someone else’s teaching style if it doesn’t suit you because you’re not going to 

perform at your best.’  Also, she links this to understandings of professional development as 

when you have autonomy and confidence ‘it shows you can self-evaluate and see what’s 

working well and what’s not.  If you don’t have that … then you’re not being a reflective 

practitioner.’  There is a clear sense with Joanne that a commitment to critical reflection on 

your own practice is vital for your professional development and improved teaching and 

learning in your classroom which has positive consequences for pupil progress.  
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When thinking about using an experiential activity on his second school placement, Mike 

remembered that he had been told by his mentor ‘your training year is a really good 

opportunity to be able to use these kinds of activities, because if you fail and it goes wrong 

you can reflect and move on and there’s no kind of stigma attached to that.’  This suggests 

that his mentor sees the professional year as one of trial, error and critical reflection on 

practice through which you professionally develop and learn in a non-judgemental and 

supportive environment.  John supports this when saying of his mentor ‘He was really 

encouraging, he said ‘I don’t mind if you make mistakes’ … it was really helpful for me 

because it allowed me to try stuff.’  Sarah experienced this model with some classroom 

teachers and says that her ‘confidence was much higher in the classroom where teachers 

had said ‘Go for it … the worst thing that can happen is it absolutely doesn’t work and that’s 

fine.’’  In those classes, she says ‘I felt most creative’ and ‘less creative’ in ‘those classes 

where I felt I was regularly being criticised for doing things in a different way.’  She admits ‘I 

think in practice I had the opportunity to do some different creative things but I stuck with … 

a range.’  However, she notes that ‘in the classes where there was a pressure to do well and 

not be experimenting and failing, I think I limited myself to things that would work rather than 

taking risks.’   For Joanne, there is the suggestion that this experimentation with new 

strategies might not be afforded once qualified when she says at the end of her second 

school placement ‘blind-folded taste lesson … thought this is the time to do it … to try these 

things out … good to experiment.’  Even though she did not feel confident with it and thought 

‘this could go terribly wrong’, the conditions allowing such experimentation and autonomy 

were present.  

 

Mike on his first school placement did not have ‘much freedom at all’, particularly with his 

mentor’s classes but did in the classes of other teachers.  He perceived that he was 

receiving ‘mixed messages’ as the university ‘information, ideas and support’ was saying ‘try 

new things’, but his mentor appeared to be very directive in what he asked him to do.  Mike 

seems to have no problem in accepting that as a TT it may be that your autonomy to try out 
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particular teaching strategies may be restricted and lead to compromises, but this was not 

made clear to him.  He says ‘I think I am quite a realistic person and I would have 

understood that yes on the one hand you are a trainee, but you are in a specific context, but 

I did not find that too confusing, but generally that is the way it will go with me as a trainee.’  

Therefore, Mike displays an understanding of the complexities of the situation of being a 

trainee on a school placement.  Also, he claims to sometimes having ‘an aversion’ to, ‘‘That 

went well, I’ll try it again’ cos’ as a trainee you constantly have to try new things, keep trying 

new activities.’   He acknowledges that he had not been told he ‘could not do those activities 

again’ and these were probably his ‘own expectations’.  Similarly, Joanne says in using 

teaching strategies that she ‘really tried to use new ones all the time just because it’s PGCE 

year and you’re still finding out what suits you as a teacher and what suits the students.’   

 

All TTs had some opportunity in their professional year for pedagogical autonomy afforded to 

them by the mentor or class teacher who encouraged a climate conducive to it.  Here they 

could experiment with or try out a wide range of teaching strategies, mistakes or errors could 

be made without judgement and critical reflection on practice would follow.  The aim of 

mentors or class teachers in adopting the latter cycle seems to have been to: encourage TTs 

to try out a wide range of teaching strategies; enable them to learn from using these 

strategies through critical reflection on practice; build their confidence in the use of teaching 

strategies; support their professional development; improve upon teaching and learning in 

the classroom; encourage a reflective practitioner approach to teaching.  However, even in 

this supportive environment a lack of confidence in using a teaching strategy is identified by 

some TTs as a factor potentially limiting them in trying out particular teaching strategies.  

Sarah ‘didn’t set up a class debate’ as she ‘didn’t feel so confident with that’ and ‘wasn’t sure 

in a way how to run that effectively, in a way that would promote learning’.  Mike does not 

relish using certain teaching strategies such as ‘diverse group-work’ and states that he ‘was 

always more anxious about those lessons … not the technique itself, it’s in general my ability 

to manage that, but occasionally it would work alright, but it was too variable.’  Therefore, 
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Mike displays a lack of confidence in using a teaching strategy, but unlike Sarah his lack of 

confidence does not stop him using it. 

 

6.1.2 Theme 2: Subject Content and Frameworks 

 

6.1.2.1 Content and Skills 

John sees particular teaching strategies working well with ‘certain topics’.  He says of 

independent learning that ‘certain topics you think that would work really well with’ as a 

strategy for enabling pupils to access learning in that topic.  Mike in teaching the theological 

meaning of the crucifixion of Jesus, which he says is  ‘a very complex’ and ‘abstract’ subject, 

adopts an ‘experiential activity’ that ‘really got kids to understand that really quite abstract 

content that they might not actually have any understanding or connection to if they weren’t 

religious.’  Pupils progress in their learning as a result of a teacher drawing upon the most 

appropriate teaching strategies that enable a bridge to their understanding.  Similarly, Sarah 

uses a creative visual strategy with a class when ‘bridging something theoretical into the 

visual’.  John sees a positive outcome when he says of an ‘experiential activity’, ‘having 

taught homelessness in that way you get amazing results.’  

 

6.1.2.2 Schemes of Work 

Mike on his first school placement has to prescriptively follow the scheme of work in his 

mentor’s classes.  He says ‘I would sometimes plan a lesson and my mentor would go ‘Oh, 

so you’re not doing this tomorrow, you’re not doing the thing on the database’, and I would 

say ‘No, I’ve just planned my own lesson’, and I think there was an implicit assumption that I 

would just go and use what’s there or do what he suggested.’   His mentor may have thought 

that this was a supportive expectation as Mike was very early in his training.  Even though 

he feels there is no pedagogical autonomy with those classes, Mike says ‘I guess it helped 

when I was not clear about what I was doing at that stage, to feel he was being directive in 

his lessons.’  This leads to Mike claiming to have greater confidence on his second school 
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placement as he ‘had the foundations there’.  John has a first school placement experience 

where programmes of study, lesson plans and resources are in place on the departmental 

shared drive as guidance that he could draw upon.  He states of his mentor ‘he put quite a 

lot of trust in me, not really prescribed from day one you must do this and must do that … for 

me that worked really well.’  John has a preference for the scheme of work as guidance, 

whereas Mike on reflection prefers it to be prescriptive at this early stage in his training year.  

 

In contrast to Mike and John, Joanne  in frustration claims that on her first school placement 

‘there was no structure or organisation … complete freedom … in terms of planning I had 

free rein to do what I wanted’ but found this lack of schemes of work difficult at this early 

stage.  She declares ‘it was difficult, because especially for first placement I needed some 

kind of structure and organisation in place, and because I did not know about good practice 

and what it looked like yet, I needed to see that to have something to aspire to.’  She claims 

‘When I have nothing to work on, I panic a little’ and believes the department ‘were looking 

for any resources they could get, so whatever I came up with was good.’  Also, she thinks 

that ‘A good scheme of work shouldn’t be a constraint … it’s there as a framework, so you all 

get a sense of what you should be teaching, but you can all interpret that and deliver in your 

own way.’   

 

Joanne may have found the experience of John on school placement one more conducive to 

her needs.  However, she found the pedagogical autonomy on her second school placement 

to be positive as ‘they had a proper structure in place and they had all the schemes of work, 

all the resources, but I also had complete freedom to do what I wanted and that was perfect’   

She says ‘I knew what the expectations were and anything I created, I was looking to create 

something better.  I wasn’t just filling a gap in the resources.’   She has already started to 

prepare schemes of work for her NQT year and in these ‘there’s a set of lessons, a set of 

questions, a set of objectives, resources that you can use, a framework’, and it is up to 

teachers to ‘interpret and deliver it’ in their ‘own way.’    
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In talking about schemes of work in the NQT year, Mike states ‘I want to have the structure 

of what I need to teach, but I don’t want to be told exactly how to teach it as every teacher 

has their own way of constructing that learning.’  Therefore, he values his pedagogical 

autonomy and the security of a structure in place as guidance and support.  Similarly, Sarah 

envisages an ideal situation in her NQT year as being one where she has more freedom and 

is in a ‘department that has schemes of work … so I would hope within boundaries then to 

have some choices about what happens but would appreciate having structures in place … 

but partly to minimise workload, so you know what you are teaching to different groups’.  

However, she stresses ‘If I had dictated activities in a scheme of work I would find that 

frustrating, stifling freedom and creativity.’   

 

6.1.2.3 Examinations 

Only Sarah comments on GCSE Religious Studies at KS4.  She thinks ‘it can be boring and 

kind of repetitive.’ and states ‘in what I’ve been told, it’s about an exam.’  Supporting this, on 

her second school placement with one class, she ‘had a real sense from the teacher at the 

beginning that they need to learn this and it felt more restrictive, the main thing is getting the 

information into them.’  However, with one GCSE group she is able to ‘try out new things’, in 

fact ‘a range of quite creative things’ because ‘there was a sense in which that was a 

freedom given because the teacher was confident with the group and they could learn in a 

variety of ways.’  Furthermore, she believes it was because ‘They were a high ability group 

… that gave the supervising teacher some confidence’ to let her try out different teaching 

strategies with that group.         

 

6.1.3 Theme 3: Allocation of Resources 

 

6.1.3.1 Time 

Mike and John clearly have different experiences in terms of planning and preparation time.  

From what he has ‘been told’, Mike sees experienced teachers ‘in future years’ not adopting  



 

104 
 

experiential teaching strategies because they ‘don’t really have a chance to’ as ‘they don’t 

have time for the planning’ and  ‘don’t necessarily feel they can do that confidently yet.’  He 

thinks ‘PGCE students, they’ve got the time’, ‘all the new ideas’, ‘the space’ and the ‘get out 

clause as well’ if things do not go as well as expected.  Having used experiential strategies, 

he claims ‘I really liked it …  I think it’s the kind of thing I don’t think I would use it every 

lesson, it did take some planning and some thinking about, but I did feel confident with it’.  

However, John experiences time pressures within his professional year and sees time to 

balance marking, assessment and preparation as difficult to manage.  He asserts ‘if you’ve 

got to mark all your mock exams … I’m not going to spend a huge amount of time planning a 

fun interactive drama based lesson.’  For John, prioritisation of tasks is seen as important 

and this may come at a cost to pupils with a creative teaching strategy not being adopted.  

He acknowledges this again when he says ‘With increasing workload, certain things come 

second and that might be creating an outstanding all guns blazing creative lesson.’  The time 

available impacts on the teaching strategy adopted as when he says ‘Textbooks … if you 

haven’t got the time it’s something you can always fall back on … wish in a way it wasn’t 

there.’  There is the sense here that they encourage a lack of creativity and cannot be used 

creatively.   

 

Time in terms of the length of a lesson is seen as inhibiting pedagogical autonomy for Mike 

and Sarah.  Mike states on his first school placement ‘we have fifty minute lessons.  By the 

time you’ve got kids sitting down you’ve got forty minutes.’ and ‘you do have to reach certain 

goals as a trainee, the time constraints are massive.’  This leads to the use of a range of 

teaching strategies that are feasible within the time and accountability constraints even 

though others may be a preference, more engaging or appropriate.  Online he finds 

‘activities that would take at least an hour or an hour and a quarter to really do and get deep 

learning from and that’s simply not possible.’  He recognises that within the time constraints 

‘you know you need to do this, this and this in this lesson and next lesson we are moving on 

to this, this and this.’  He is looking forward in his NQT year to ‘having more control over the 
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timing’ of his lessons, being able to not worry about slowing things down and saving 

something for next lesson.  Similarly, Sarah says ‘there were definitely strategies I would 

think about using in a class and think actually I won’t do that, there’s just not the space or the 

amount of time it would take’.  Therefore, she is motivated to do so, but is inhibited by time 

and space.  She says that a teaching strategy might be avoided if it ‘would eat into too much 

of the learning time‘.  Also, she adds the reason why she doesn’t use drama and role play 

‘isn’t because I didn’t like using it, it’s because … of time … the pressure of getting loads of 

stuff done … therefore, got to have some sort of stuff in books.’  Thus, identifying constraints 

of time, coverage of content in lessons and the need to show learning in exercise books as 

an aspect of accountability. 

 

6.1.3.2 Space 

In reflecting on what factors affect his decision to draw upon particular teaching strategies or 

not, Mike comments ‘Space … I guess and the actual environment to do it.’  He recognises 

that when using experiential teaching strategies these need ‘to be done in an open space’ 

ideally.  Even though he may have the motivation to try out a wide range of teaching 

strategies there are limitations upon this over which he has no control.  Large classes in 

small rooms on her second school placement is an issue for Sarah who says ‘several of my 

classes … were very full.’  She is then unable to use teaching strategies that involve lots of 

moving around, as the ‘space and layout’ constrain her.  In two of her classes, she wants to 

do a human continuum exercise and in order to do so has to take pupils ‘out into the corridor 

and that had its own problems’ as ‘you suddenly have a lot of space, acoustics are different 

and if you have children truanting, they can get involved in an unhelpful way.’  She claims 

that when she has her own classroom in her NQT year, she ‘will train each class to be able 

to rearrange things in a room quite quickly.’     
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6.1.4 Theme 4: Pupil Teaching and Learning 

 

6.1.4.1 Class Dynamic 

Mike admits that ‘the dynamic of the class certainly affects the pedagogy I choose’.  He says 

of an experiential teaching activity that ‘it was with a class I was really comfortable with, so 

they loved it, let it roll … I’m not sure I’d try it with all classes’ and ‘My pedagogies might 

change slightly depending on the group I might be teaching’.  Similarly, John states that 

‘Sometimes you think it will work better with certain classes than others … you have to think 

about the class sometimes.’   

 

Sarah draws attention to the confidence of the class limiting or impacting on what teaching 

strategies are adopted when she says she tried a role-play with a class and they were able 

to ‘really run with that’ as they had the confidence.  Whereas, ‘There was a group … on the 

whole seemed much more lacking in confidence … where participation in anything in the 

class was quite painful’ and she says in relation to role-play ‘I don’t know if it would have 

been worth risking it.’  Instead, she develops a creative and active task that she thinks is 

more appropriate to that group, but some in the group still found it too much of a challenge.  

She notes that ‘there was engagement but for some of the students the learning wasn’t as 

effective.’   She acknowledges that she ‘realised it isn’t just the technique’ used that decides 

whether a lesson is successful and learning has occurred ‘it’s the group and you have to 

have a technique the group can work well with.’  Sarah ‘tried something kinaesthetic’ with a 

year 9 group and she is surprised that this is then met with ‘really limited engagement, 

children fairly uncomfortable, it really didn’t work well at all.’  She feels that it ‘created a bit of 

a bad feeling as pushed the children beyond what they were comfortable with too soon.’ 

which suggests they might be ready for such an activity at a later stage.  She acknowledges 

‘With slightly more creative off the wall things I would want to have a sense of trust and 

rapport with a group before I tried.’   
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When John is talking about whether to use drama in an RE lesson he says ‘It depends on 

their ability as well … not necessarily just their behaviour.’  Thus, suggesting that the 

behaviour and ability level of pupils will impact on what teaching strategies a teacher might 

adopt.  Mike refers to ‘their level, the level at which they are working’.  Sarah uses a strategy 

with one low ability group that involves plasticine and ‘it didn’t really work well … it was a 

bridge too far – a bit of a stretch’.  The challenge of teaching four year 8 classes in sets 

according to ability has implications for Joanne who says that ‘The first class I taught during 

the week was the higher ability, so I could go in deep … whereas, one of the last classes … 

there was a lot of SEN children in there, they found the subject difficult and had a sort of 

negative attitude to it’ which leads her to ‘differentiate or have completely different activities’, 

but she claims ‘I would always want to have the same learning objectives.’   

 

Not only ability but age or year group is important.  Mike acknowledges that a particular 

teaching strategy ‘might work more effectively’ for a ‘specific year group’ and says ‘I have 

used lots of drama, especially with year 7 and 8 because they’re the groups drama works 

best with.  That works fantastically well in terms of how you can deepen learning there and 

AT2 [Learning from Religion] is in there too.’  He acknowledges that ‘until about a month 

ago’ he had held the view that drama doesn’t work with year 10.  This view changed, as in a 

particular year 10 group he used drama effectively and ‘it worked fantastically well, it was 

brilliant’.  He claims ‘it was down to the group’, but then realises ‘I had done a blanket ‘It 

doesn’t work with year 9, 10 and 11’, but you know that’s just in my experience.  Year 7 and 

8 are more receptive to those kind of creative ideas but year 9, 10 and 11, their social 

constraints have kicked in more, but I can’t generalise.’  John states ‘I definitely did use 

different strategies depending on the age … would sort of teach different and present myself 

according to the year group.’  John says that a teaching strategy should not be abandoned 

with classes where there are behaviour issues, but thinks that it is best to ‘put certain things 

in place or teach it in a slightly different way rather than not doing it at all’.  However, he 

recognises that he has in fact ‘not done something with a class because I don’t think they’ve 
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behaved well enough.’  For Joanne, she claims ‘Good behaviour was sometimes a problem.  

I had a year 10 class that were completely silent and they did not understand group-work or 

discussions … had to have a completely different approach to this class.’  With this class she 

has to ‘scaffold discussion into small chunks and there was lots of prompts to get them 

going.’  She adds ‘Whereas, another year 10 class was really noisy … so had to rein in, so 

discussions were short.’  .   

 

6.1.4.2 Pupil Engagement 

John and Sarah see creativity as important and connect it to engagement.  John recognises 

with an Advanced Level Religious Studies class that it was very lecture based and that ‘you 

also have to try to make it a bit fun and creative otherwise it’s a bit dry.’  This implies a 

relationship between creativity and engagement that Sarah emphasises when she says 

‘Creativity might lead to engagement.’   She argues ‘it’s good to get creative things in 

because it engages children in a different way’, but thinks that it depends on the dynamic of 

the class whether they can cope with more creative activities, stating she was creative with 

‘a class who could do an activity and run with it’ and ‘some groups maybe lack the 

confidence.’  John questions not daring to use a teaching strategy with a  class because of 

his view that it would not be appropriate or engage them, concluding that ‘it might not even 

be true, it might just be my preconceptions of how I think they’ll be … sometimes your 

preconceptions of a class aren’t accurate.’   Furthermore, John acknowledges that he ‘tried 

to create a bit of variety otherwise every lesson would be the same … I think I did try to 

create a range of tasks and keep it quite interesting.’  Also, he claims ‘I did try and avoid 

textbooks … it was a bit boring when I did use them … though just got them to read from 

them, not answer questions in them.’ 
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6.1.5 Theme 5: Professional Learning Relationships 

 

6.1.5.1 Teacher-Department  

In speaking about the NQT year ahead, Joanne outlines her expectations that her head of 

department ‘will have a clear vision … and I will have to respect that … I will expect that my 

teaching style can differ and you’re not looking to have clones of RE teachers in each 

department, you all have your own unique style, but that you deliver the scheme of work.’  

She interprets this scheme of work being used as guidance.  In her NQT year, Sarah hopes 

to ‘be in a department that has schemes of work and a head of department that is happy to 

discuss things and quite keen in developing what goes on in the department.’  She 

recognises as a teacher ‘you’re in a department and you have to deliver certain material for 

children’ and have ‘rights but with responsibilities.’  Sarah sees autonomy as a right that 

comes with a personal and professional responsibility to other members of the departmental 

team who are accountable for the subject and to pupils to deliver curriculum content, though 

the way that is done is up to the teacher.  There is an awareness that she is not working in a 

vacuum, but she does not speak positively or negatively about this.  However, she 

recognises the importance of individuality for members of this team, stating ‘It’s important to 

be able to be yourself’.  John believes that if all teachers taught in the same way that would 

enable ‘consistency’ within a school, but recognises ‘if you are being forced to teach in a way 

that doesn’t suit you that is not good for anybody.’ either teacher or pupil.  Mike sees an 

individual responsibility for teachers to secure a post in ‘a school where they are able to 

make … their own individual style fit with the department so there would not need to be 

conflict’.  Thus he emphasises the importance of individuality to a teacher, recognises that 

departments vary between schools and the influence that a department can have on this 

depending on the culture within it.  However, he does acknowledge that ‘Compromise, yes to 

a certain extent is important.’ and ‘you have to accept that you can still learn.’ 
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6.1.5.2 Trainee Teacher-Mentor/Class Teacher 

Prior to his first school placement Mike had heard ‘keep your mentor happy, do what your 

mentor says … because they are the person who is ultimately marking you so depending on 

how they teach, depending on their strategies, depending on the school strategies, the 

department strategies, you need to follow them.’   On his first school placement, he was 

given very little autonomy by his mentor in his mentor’s classes with the subject content and 

mode of delivery usually prescribed in those.  He says that his mentor gave him ideas and ‘I 

was expected to deliver them the next lesson … That is the way he saw I should be teaching 

even if not said explicit like that.’   However, he perceives this in a positive way saying ‘I 

think with placement one, I think there was from my mentor definitely ‘You don’t really know 

much as a teacher yet, but try this, try this.’ … I actually didn’t have so much of a problem 

with being told as that was something that did worry me … Am I?  Do I have a really creative 

enough mind to think constantly of really creative ideas? … I felt a lot of pressure on my own 

creative side to think constantly of really creative ideas.’  A lack of pedagogical autonomy 

works for him at this early stage in his professional year.  His first school placement mentor 

adopts a directive model of mentorship that is seen as allowing him to acquire the 

foundations of teaching at this early stage, but this is not a model necessarily drawn upon by 

the class teachers that Mike works with.  They allow ‘more freedom … on a teacher by 

teacher level’ in terms of pedagogical autonomy.  However, by the second school placement 

he is ready for greater autonomy, claiming he ‘was more comfortable’ and ‘wanted to try new 

things’ and felt ‘yes it went the right way in terms of placement for that.’   Thus, a growth in 

confidence, a greater sense of security and professional development led to him being more 

able to cope with greater autonomy on the second school placement.   

 

According to John, his mentor in allowing ‘loads’ of pedagogical autonomy on his first school 

placement is ‘saying he wanted just to let me do what I wanted to do and sort of see the kind 

of teacher I was going to be’ and does not prescribe a way to teach.  Even though 

programmes of study exist and there are lesson materials on the department shared drive 
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for school placement one, John chose to plan his own lessons within the restrictions of the 

programme of study that dictate subject content but not teaching strategies.  He says ‘I 

always plan all my own lessons because I can’t teach other people’s lessons … with 

freedom I made my own stuff.’  John values pedagogical autonomy and says of trust, ‘With 

the profession comes an element of trust and if you’re constantly being sort of watched and 

constantly being told to do things in a certain way it’s almost as if they don’t trust you’re 

capable.’  However, he recognises that in observations when their focus is on professional 

development and dialogue ‘you can have observations where you share ideas.’ and there is 

not the sense that you are being monitored and assessed.  However, he does recognise a 

level of accountability when he says within the freedom offered ‘I thought I was accountable 

… and used to give myself a hard time.’ 

 

Sarah notes on school placements how much autonomy she is allowed in the classroom is 

dependent on the teacher whose classes she was taking when she says it was ‘Different 

with different teachers on both placements. Two teachers where I had significant freedom on 

my first placement, one with quite a bit of freedom and one with much less.  On my second 

placement … two with significant freedom and two were tightly structured.’  This impacted on 

her confidence, creativity and pupil progress.  She comments ‘In the classes where I felt I 

was being criticised for doing things in a different way then I limited myself and was less 

creative … children probably made less progress in those classes where I was less 

confident and focussed on other expectations.’  In fact, she says of the tightly structured 

classes ‘I didn’t feel they were my classes, I had to please the teacher.’  Whereas, her 

experience in those classes where she is given greater autonomy is much more positive. 
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6.2 Newly Qualified Teachers  

 

The research sample for the NQT participants is as follows:  

 

Participant 
 

Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-
educational 

Age Range  Setting 

Carol  Female Community 
School  

Co-educational 11-18 Urban 

Sue  Female Community 
School 

Co-educational 11-18 Rural 

Simon  Male Community 
School 

Co-educational 11-18 Rural 

Fran  Female Community 
School 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

 

6.2.1 Theme 1: Understandings of Autonomy 

 

Carol states that ‘Autonomy is very important, because I work in my own way and that’s 

important to me.’  She says ‘I feel autonomous because there’s no one breathing down my 

neck … no one pushing me except myself.’  Similarly, Fran believes that teacher autonomy 

is ‘about whether teachers have freedom, whether or not they have to follow a perceived set 

of guidelines that have been handed down by a school management and how much of an 

individual you can be.’  She asserts that she feels ‘very strongly that teachers should 

automatically have that right’ to act autonomously and sees herself as being allowed to be 

‘the best teacher I can be when I feel in control of what I am doing and not worried that now I 

am five minutes in they [pupils] should be doing this’.  Therefore, she values that individual 

autonomy to teach in the way she wants without prescription, and says ‘I think I do have a lot 

of autonomy and I am grateful for it.  I could not teach in a school where I do not have 

autonomy.’  She says that she has ‘been given the amount of freedom where I can go, ‘OK 

let’s try doing it this way’ … my mentor is very hands off … been confident in my ability and 

she has said ‘OK, if you want to do it this way, sometimes it has worked and sometimes it 

hasn’t.’  Having done lessons in a very regimented way in the past she says ‘students can 
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tell from me it is not a comfortable zone, that it’s like barking, let’s perform the next trick, it’s 

not natural to me.  It’s harder - it can limit progress.’  She acknowledges ‘I genuinely feel I’ve 

been given a lot of freedom and that’s what I want.’  This is emphasised by Sue when she 

says ‘If I had to follow something really regimented I would not feel relaxed and I don’t think 

they [the pupils] would feel relaxed.’  There is a sense of ownership and autonomy here over 

how she delivers the content in a way that suits her and allows her to feel at ease and 

confident in the classroom, with a positive impact on pupils of that autonomy.   

 

A sense of responsibility and accountability comes with autonomy.  Simon says ‘I probably 

thought I’d be less free than in fact I am because there’s a lot of freedom.  I can do what I 

want as long as I can justify it in terms of progress.’   He believes teachers should have 

autonomy as ‘there aren’t that many teachers who don’t want their kids to succeed, so why 

not just let teachers do what they want and try their best.’  However, he recognises that there 

are ‘some teachers who are better than others’ and use that autonomy well, but he does not 

think you can ‘say that some teachers are being trusted and some not.’  Therefore he 

concludes ‘Give people some freedom, do what you want, in bounds.’  He comments that 

‘kids have got to leave the class thinking this has been at least partly worthwhile’.  Therefore, 

teachers have got to use autonomy responsibly and recognise accountability.  Carol 

identifies a relationship between accountability, autonomy and responsibility stating ‘I think 

teachers should be accountable for that autonomy.’  Thus, expressing a sense of teachers 

having autonomy, but a duty to use this in a professionally responsible way and be 

accountable for it should the need arise.  She recognises ‘if you’ve got somebody being 

unreasonable you might need to defend yourself.’ as the teaching strategies you use may be 

challenged and you need to be able to defend your choices.  

 

In reflecting back to the start of the NQT year, Sue thought that she ‘was going to be able to 

do more’ because she  ‘had not been made aware of the external constraints’ and thinks that 

she has ‘autonomy as long’ as she is ‘ticking the boxes given’ to her by the rest of the school 
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and she understands that.  Also, she states ‘If I was a teacher of English, Maths or Science, 

I would have a louder voice in the decisions I make about what, how and who I teach.  

Although we are a core subject we are not regarded as one and I think my teacher autonomy 

would be better.’    

 

For Carol ‘creative autonomy is important, the freedom to experiment and support to 

experiment and finding out how it went.’  She values working in an environment where she is 

encouraged to experiment or try out different teaching strategies within her practice and 

supported in doing so.  This is followed by critical reflection on her practice that leads to 

professional learning and development.  Also, she says ‘If you are going to experiment … it’s 

on you if something bad comes from it.  With autonomy comes responsibility.’  Though she 

does not comment in detail on whether this is possible, she does see planning and 

preparation time as a constraint.  Simon, though valuing ‘experimentation’ has found ‘Since 

the completion of my PGCE year there is less time and also to an extent less freedom to go 

and get used to the different things you can do’ and regrets ‘not being experimental when it 

didn’t matter so much.’  It would appear that he feels that there is a restriction on trying out a 

wide range of teaching strategies because of increased pressures on time, a greater 

workload and accountability.  

 

Fran in talking about the peculiarity of the NQT year says ‘That first year, it’s learn it, hold on 

in there, get through the year and tick all the boxes and maybe when the pressure is off, you 

can get experimental.’  She is aware that this is a year of pressure and accountability and 

hopes as an RQT this will change when she says ‘I think as an RQT I will probably get more 

experimental, but it’s almost there’s so much to take in, in that first year, it falls back to using 

pedagogies that are easy to set up because of the workload.’  Now it’s drawing to the end of 

that year, she is trying an experiential teaching strategy as she wants to ‘try new things’ and 

says ‘for my final NQT observation, we have been told it is not a graded one, so I can take 

the risk.’  She also admits that she would have used this more in her PGCE year as ‘you are 
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able to take more risks’.  She claims in her NQT year she ‘would have had a mental 

breakdown by term three had I tried to do every single lesson all singing, all dancing.  It’s 

just not practical.’  Simon and Fran support the idea that the NQT year is a time for 

establishing yourself in a new profession and learning to manage the responsibilities of 

being a teacher which may be at the expense of trying new teaching strategies.  Fran notes 

‘I would like in the next few years to do more experimental things to push it even further, to 

push them {the pupils} and me.’ 

 

Fran recognises that allowing teacher autonomy can be a ‘double-edged sword’.  She 

explains ‘I can understand the school’s concern for the trendy teachers who come in and 

say, ‘Come in and sit down, let’s talk about our feelings’ and not get through any content or 

get near any learning objectives, ‘Let’s just have a chat.’  I can understand why in higher 

management that might be perceived as a bad thing, but it’s a shame because I think people 

are scared to go off the lesson plan sometimes and I think you need to do things that scare 

you occasionally and things that make you uncomfortable, otherwise you’re never going to 

learn, you’re never going to expand.’  Therefore, she views taking risks as part of 

professional learning and development.  She emphasises that ‘you’re asking’ the pupils to 

take risks and ‘if you are not prepared to do that yourself in terms of risks in the classroom 

then what are you doing.’  Fran is suggesting that teachers by modelling risk-taking in the 

classroom encourage their pupils to do the same in their learning.  In her NQT observations 

she says ‘I am not scared to take a risk and be human.’  

 

6.2.2 Theme 2: Subject Content and Frameworks 

 

6.2.2.1 Content and Skills 

Carol chooses a ‘speaking and creating an action task’ for pupils in order to understand and 

remember keywords.  This task is kinaesthetic as she wants ‘the students to be able to say 

the words … and have a kinaesthetic memory of them … and to concretise their confidence 
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in using the language.’  Thus, it is the learning objectives and skills she wants pupils to 

exhibit in accessing the content that suggest or match up to a particular teaching strategy.  

She draws upon pupil dialogue with year 7 when looking at beliefs about God ‘as a way of 

kids sharing their beliefs and also people exploring what they believe’, ‘using the class as a 

resource’ and learning from one another.  Fran uses experiential activities in order to 

develop ‘empathy as a higher thinking skill.’  Sue comments that particular teaching 

strategies make ‘the content accessible’ and in using an experiential strategy to understand 

Holy Communion ‘they would act it out so they would know what it is’ and ‘a little light bulb 

clicks … it makes sense’ and enables access to specific content for pupils who may have 

little or no prior understanding of or experience of this religious content.   

 

Fran recognises that particular topics are best taught using certain teaching strategies and 

‘there are certain things you need to teach certain ways … I wouldn’t teach certain issues 

using group-work, reading an information sheet, doing  a diamond nine, but role plays, even 

carousels when they go back and teach each other.  I want them to be aware their opinion is 

not the only one.’  This suggests, that in her opinion not every topic can be taught using any 

strategy and that certain ones may work better than others.  In using diamond nines she 

says ‘I feel really confident in them, every time I’ve used them.  It’s been able to really lead 

to that deeper questioning without it having to be forced’ and ‘in terms of quantifying 

progress, diamond nines are brilliant to see whether they are justifying at higher levels, the 

levels we’ve written.’ 

 

6.2.2.2 Schemes of Work  

Carol has a ‘love-hate’ relationship with the detailed and prescriptive schemes of work 

delivered through the use of pre-written journals of activities and materials for each lesson 

and topic covered in her school.  In using these, she says ‘I don’t feel autonomous 

completely in terms of pedagogy’ and ‘it’s very prescriptive and somebody else’s teaching 

style and ideas.’  Also, she feels ‘it doesn’t allow any individuality in the students and 
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individuality in the teaching.’  However, on a positive note, she does ‘not have to plan’, it is 

‘time-saving’ and ‘reduces teacher workload commitments.’  She claims that minutes before 

a lesson she ‘can look at what they’ve got to do, the resources they will need.’  There is the 

recognition that these are ‘prepared by very experienced teachers who have been doing it 

for a long time’ who ‘know what’s needed’, which means she can have confidence in them.   

However, this is to the detriment of trying out new teaching strategies, and she has ‘a good 

excuse maybe for not being the best I can be because I can blame the fact it’s not my work 

and time and marking and all those other excuses … I am aware there could be an element 

of scapegoating going on.’  Also, she adds ‘if you come into a department where everything 

is in place more or less, then you fit in with that.’   

 

For Carol, there is the expectation that the detailed scheme of work must be followed, but for 

Fran even though there is a detailed scheme of work and lesson plans, there is a higher 

degree of autonomy as these are suggested rather than prescriptive, though the curricular 

content is.  She explains she has ‘thrown most of’ the schemes of work out and written her 

‘own as I need to learn the OCR [Oxford, Cambridge and RSA] syllabus as well as I am 

going along and thought the best way was to do my own planning.  I’ve done the same at 

KS3 as well.’  She says ‘I’ve been given a lot of freedom … I rewrite everything and redo 

everything myself in a way I like’ and she knows she is ‘’OK to do that’, making them her 

own.   She does ‘try to follow learning objectives in the scheme of work’, but does generate 

her own lessons and objectives as she knows where she wants to go, so allowing a high 

degree of individuality, ownership and pedagogical autonomy.    

 

Sue and Simon have no schemes of work within their department.  Sue is told the subject 

area being taught each term by the head of department at KS3 and is free to plan her own 

scheme of work for this that will enable pupils to be successful in the end of unit assessment 

he provides her with.  She explains ‘the head of department says ‘Right, do Hinduism this 

term … then gives us the assessment piece at the end … we then go off and plan … very 
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independent in what we do.’  She claims to ‘like the freedom’, as she is allowed autonomy 

within some curricular constraints, enjoying the freedom to change her scheme of work or to 

do what she thinks ‘that group is ready for at that time’.  Her view is that if she ‘had to follow 

something really regimented’ and prescriptive she would not ‘feel relaxed’ and the pupils 

would not ‘feel relaxed’ either’.  Interestingly, there is no sense with Sue of the departmental 

team working together or sharing ideas but a focus on individualism that is seen to be 

constrained if there was to be a scheme of work in place.  In contrast, Simon has no scheme 

of work in his department and says ‘I think I would prefer it if there was at least a framework 

… it would be better if there was a scheme of work … because there’s not I can do anything 

I want’ in terms of teaching strategies, but not curriculum as there is a programme of study.  

Perhaps he feels that a structure would guide him and be time-saving or he may feel 

insecure as he is early in his teaching career.  There is a sense of too much autonomy here 

because the scheme of work is not there to support.   

 

6.2.2.3 Examinations 

Pupil progress and accountability at KS4, linked to performance-related pay is a significant 

issue for some NQTs.  Carol says ‘I feel like the excitement is sadly lost, because there is 

the practicalities, there is money attached to progression and you can do that by making 

sure the kids know what is needed for the exam … that’s what really needs to be done.’  Sue 

agrees when she says ‘I am very comfortable with lots of exciting things … it’s important’. 

However at KS4 she ‘can’t afford to’ use exciting teaching strategies ‘because my 

professional ability is measured by whether kids get their grades, so I have to do writing’ in 

order that the pupils have the exam content in their books.   She says ‘if those leaders came 

in I would feel judged if no writing in books’ which is seen as evidence of progress in learning 

and thus ‘At KS4 there is not that much space to do that which is exciting.’  She points out ‘if 

it wasn’t all about you have to get these kids their target grades then I would feel completely 

I could do what I want to, which I do at KS3.’  There is a real sense of accountability in what 

Carol and Sue say that constrains pedagogical autonomy at KS4. 
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Fran acknowledges that there is ‘Less freedom in KS4 … due to that need for showing 

progress against the attainment skills and showing progress in written assessments and 

they’ve got it parrot-style.  At KS4 its bang-bang all the time and that being assessed needs 

to take priority’, but she has taken ‘some risks’ at KS4 and claims ‘it is true that you can take 

risks, but generally I  would feel much more comfortable doing it at KS3’.  She says of KS3 ‘I 

suspected I would have a lot of freedom, I did pretty much expect what happened.  At KS3 I 

have the freedom to do what I want without it damaging external concepts of progression.’ 

as pupils are not following an externally assessed exam subject at this stage.  Sue 

comments that in teaching KS3 content ‘It’s about making it make sense to them.  I have 

freedom to do that at KS3.’   

 

6.2.3 Theme 3: Allocation of Resources 

6.2.3.1 Time 

Carol doesn’t use drama and role play because of ‘space reasons’ and also the time that 

would be needed in ‘preparation’, but she is happy to use dialogue often as it ‘does not need 

that much preparation’.  She recognises the factor of ‘How much time I have to plan for 

lessons’ as being a constraint, and that some teaching strategies take longer than others to 

prepare.  Supporting this Fran states ‘things like you know shading in agree or disagree, 

diamond nines and such like are so much easier to prepare, it’s really basic stuff but does 

get the information across’ and is not as demanding on time.  Therefore, shortcuts may be 

taken even though the teaching strategy used might not be the ideal or most creative one to 

draw upon, though the outcomes in terms of pupil progress are similar.  She admits ‘The 

reason I have been reluctant to use things like the theatre of learning [an experiential 

approach developed by Phillips (2003)] is because of the logistical planning and the time and 

setting up the room and those boring practical things.‘   She feels that this approach ‘was too 

much’ on top of all the planning she was already doing in her NQT year and so she waited till 

the end of the year to do it. 
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Simon admits ‘Time is a massive constraint, I might get four amazing lessons a week’ 

because each amazing lesson ‘can take three hours and I don’t have three hours’ for every 

lesson to prepare and this then impacts on the quality of the lesson prepared and its 

delivery.  He says if he has a well-behaved KS3 group and ‘there’s resources on the system, 

planning could be minimal, because I know I can get the content delivered in a way the kids 

are going to understand and they are going to make enough progress to meet their target 

levels.  If I could do that lesson plan in 10 minutes that might leave me 20 minutes to do 

something else.’  Carol draws heavily on the existing departmental scheme of work because 

she claims it is a ‘time-saving exercise’.  Also, regarding the creative use of drama she 

states ‘In a way there’s nothing to stop me bringing in drama … but when you’ve got 

resources there and have not got time, it’s not a priority, there’s too much marking to do.’  

Therefore, time in conjunction with other factors limits her use of a creative range of teaching 

strategies.   

 

Simon and Fran compare the NQT and PGCE year.  Fran says ‘in the PGCE year you are 

able to take more risks.  In the NQT year it seemed like the planning and practical side of it 

was too much’ for experiential approaches to RE due to the amount of planning she was 

already doing and if she had done it, she ‘would have ‘regretted it’.  She notes an over-

reliance on certain teaching strategies and justifies this by saying ‘Probably that’s the stress 

of the NQT year.’  She finds ways of managing the workload in the time available by 

adopting teaching strategies that are less time-consuming to prepare and use but still gain 

results for pupils at the expense of a wide range of creative strategies.  She claims ‘You are 

literally plate spinning’ because of workload and ‘I think you do things that you know … will 

make your life a little bit easier … maybe not spending hours making card sorts … 

sometimes it’s practicality that dictates my day.’   

 

Sue in commenting on subject time allocation for GCSE Religious Studies says ‘We have 

got the same curriculum time for long course as we used to have for short’.  She emphasises 
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factors that may lead to the allocation of less curriculum time, such as ‘there isn’t much 

emphasis on the subject from the head and deputies; from their [the pupils] parents at home 

or from their peers.’  She also says ‘We don’t have the curriculum time to go to places … we 

don’t have the curriculum time to have visitors in’ which may be typical of those schools 

where pupils may only have one period of the subject each week and this can limit the use of 

certain pedagogies.  Fran states ‘I get a lot of time with my KS4, I see them twice a week for 

two and a quarter hours.’ 

 

6.2.3.2 Space 

Simon is in a school where he is ‘actively encouraged to change’ the classroom environment 

and ‘can move tables and chairs’ which allows some flexibility and trying out of new teaching 

strategies, but he needs to be able to justify doing so in the interests of teaching and 

learning.  Fran in relation to experiential approaches to RE says ‘In an ideal world, if I had a 

separate space I would use it plenty more absolutely.  It’s almost a one off special occasion’ 

as changing the classroom to suit these activities eats into too much time.  She states ‘In 

terms of time and resources, I can’t if I’ve got a five period day, I can’t create an amazing 

experiential learning activity and then go on to four more KS4 lessons later on and keep on 

having that chopping and changing.’  Carol admits that she doesn’t probably ‘use drama and 

role play even though I’d like to because of space reasons and I suppose the preparation 

that would need.’  Rooming restrictions are identified by Sue when trying to use a computer-

based task, acknowledging ‘It’s hard to get a computer room to do that sort of thing.’   

 

6.2.4 Theme 4: Pupil Teaching and Learning 

  

6.2.4.1 Class Dynamic 

In being creative, Simon says ‘he might try things out with classes that are more benign’ as 

there is safety here and risks can be taken because of the class dynamic which implies other 

classes who are less benign may not be party to certain teaching strategies.  He recognises 



 

122 
 

that when using a resource or teaching a lesson the success ‘depends on the dynamic of the 

class.  Some might go for it and some might think this is a complete waste of time.’  Sue 

says that ‘The attitude for the subject being taught that comes from the students themselves 

will affect the freedom and choices I make in my classroom.’  Therefore, she suggests that 

the class response to a subject will impact on the choices she makes regarding teaching 

strategies.  

 

What Fran says supports much of the above.  She comments ‘Sometimes it’s the students 

themselves, certain things work with certain classes, you have to adapt and it’s when you 

get to know them as well. You know I can do something practical, but I have students that I 

couldn’t do that with at all, practically and safely and couldn’t show progression and that is 

the point of it, because of behaviour and specific SEN [Special Educational Needs] issues.’  

Therefore, a one size fits all approach to planning is not seen as appropriate and flexibility is 

important.  The tailoring of planning to each class and taking account of behaviour, health 

and safety, inclusion and progression is seen as impacting on what teaching strategy is used 

with a class.  Carol recognises that she may not use dialogue as a strategy with some 

groups ‘because there may be dominant characters, which sabotages a group discussion by 

being entertaining or being dominant, so it has to be bookwork for them.’   Therefore, she 

draws upon an alternative strategy with those classes.  Similarly, Sue acknowledges with 

one group she ‘tried to have a nice discussion and they can’t do it.’   Fran recognises 

sensitivity in terms of the selection of subject content and is aware of pupil vulnerability when 

saying ‘I have a group I know I can’t teach things like about divorce to because I am aware 

in the background of that group there is current divorces going on and there is allegations of 

abuse at home … sometimes some child-centred protection and sensitivity needs to come 

into it.’  
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6.2.4.2 Pupil Engagement 

Carol, Simon and Fran identify pupil engagement as important.  Carol says that she wants 

‘to use what I know is successful … that really works for the kids’ and relevant resources 

‘that will catch them’, such as ‘songs’ and ‘videos … and resonate with them’ as it is of 

relevance to them, engages and captures.  She says of an Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS) resource that it ‘resonates with students because they are all fascinated by ISIS as it 

is a topic very much in the news.’  Simon recognises in thinking about how he is going to 

deliver a lesson that ‘The prime motivator is going to be number one, engagement and what 

I can do to engage the kids and what’s going to be the most engaging strategy for these 

children and for some kids that is going to be different’.  The consequence of this is that a 

lesson needs to be tailored to the needs of the class and individuals to ensure engagement.  

Fran believes that there is ‘a really high level of engagement’ in her classes.  Her 

relationship with pupils enables her to know what teaching strategies to adopt with pupils.  

She says ‘When I adopt pedagogies, it is more something that now I know their 

personalities, now I know them and know their personalities, now I know them a bit better, I 

think about: What can I use to hook them?, What can I do to keep their engagement?, How 

do I get them and keep them?’   

 

Simon, recognises the energy required in seeking to be engaging when saying ‘It’s very easy 

to deliver a lesson off a PowerPoint when you’re knackered – without enthusiasm … taking 

kids along with you requires much more energy’ and though there may be the desire to be 

engaging a lack of energy can impact on this.  Also, he identifies a relationship between 

behaviour and engagement when he says that good ‘behaviour can come from 

engagement’.  He says ‘so if behaviour in a class flared up that would then take more of my 

time in planning a more engaging lesson … it might be that poorly behaved classes get more 

attention as a way of controlling them.’   Carol says prior to her PGCE year that she has 

always wanted to ‘deal with behaviour management … through pedagogy, what you plan for 

the class, bringing in a statue of an elephant and making sure kids are engaged.’  She had 
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‘visions of having an amazingly well-behaved class because I would be so inspiring and 

provide such amazing resources and do such fun activities.’  However, she now feels ‘that’s 

not possible and … kids need to cope with being bored … an aspect of success that we all 

face.’   

 

6.2.5 Theme 5: Professional Learning Relationships 

 

6.2.5.1 Teacher-Department 

Carol stresses that within an RE department ‘There are different teaching styles and that 

needs to be appreciated’ in order for all to be affirmed and have power and control over how 

they teach.  Central to this is teacher individuality.  She states ‘it’s important to grow together 

as a department and realise people are different.’  Thus, she believes that it is possible to 

function as a team but also have individuality within that, remaining respectful of difference 

and autonomous.  Regarding individuality, Sue believes ‘Teacher autonomy is very 

important.  I think it is fundamental to your relationship with students.  If everyone taught the 

same way and everyone was the same, I wouldn’t be as personally involved.’   Sue sees a 

connection between autonomy, teacher-pupil relationships and engagement.   For Sue, the 

autonomy to teach in your own way and to be yourself is seen to have benefits for the 

teacher-pupil relationship, with pupils seeing you as an autonomous individual and with 

benefits for teacher and pupil engagement.  Simon thinks that you ‘Should give people some 

freedom. Do it within bounds.’  Carol in considering the role of the department team 

recognises that ‘it’s important to be part of a team and be supported and to have exposure to 

who you are and how you teach.’  Therefore, remaining open to professional development 

and change through the influence of others.  Also, she values ‘the freedom to experiment 

and support to experiment and finding out how it went’ that expresses a commitment to 

creativity, working with others and professional development.   However, in her current post 

she says ‘I don’t feel free to draw upon certain pedagogies … I suppose it’s the culture in the 

department.’  
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For Fran there is a sense of the departmental team working together but valuing individuality 

and autonomy when she says ‘we meet for collaborative planning and if we have any brilliant 

ideas, it’s an open forum.’  In her department, teachers share what they are doing and how it 

goes.  She says ‘I’ve seen what I’ve done being integrated into other people’s lessons within 

the department.’  However, ideas have not just remained within the department but ‘have 

gone across the curriculum areas’.  She genuinely feels that ‘There’s been a real inter-flow 

of ideas‘, and she can engage in dialogue and seek advice from others in her department 

about her practice.   Also, she has been allowed to develop her own scheme of work on 

creation stories for one of the terms at Key Stage 3, that everyone else in the department is 

going to use,  
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6.3 Recently Qualified Teachers 

 

The research sample for this group is as follows:  

 

Participant Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-
educational 

Age Range Setting 

Adam  Male Community 
School  

Co-educational 11-18 Urban 

Serena  Female School of a 
Religious 
Character 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

Alison  Female Community 
School 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

Hilary  Female Community 
School 
 
Community 
School 

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-16 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 

 

6.3.1 Theme 1: Understandings of Autonomy 

 

Adam states that teacher autonomy has three components ‘Teacher power, teacher freedom 

and teacher say on the lesson,’ and these are also found within the responses of the other 

participants.  For instance, the aspect of ‘power’ identified by Adam is supported by Alison 

who says ‘I think ownership over what we do in the classroom is really important’, and the 

aspect of freedom by Serena who says ‘Teacher autonomy is free-will to do as you like.’  

Adam states that in his school they have ‘the freedom to teach however we want … to a 

certain extent’.  Alison states that for her ‘Freedom is a fundamental’ and she thinks ‘it 

should be’ for all teachers.  Furthermore, she says ‘I love what I can do … and think that 

comes from that freedom, and if I was told to teach in a specific way that didn’t suit me that 

would feel uncomfortable  … my strength as a teacher is my enthusiasm in the classroom 

and that comes from being able to do things the way I want to.’  Thus, she identifies a close 

relationship between personal motivation and autonomy.  This aspect of motivation is 

pinpointed by Adam who states ‘If a creative teacher feels restrained it’s going to lead to 
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cynicism and it’s not going to lead to good teaching.’  Adam believes that when a scheme of 

work as guidance with agreed ‘learning objectives … key questions … suggested learning 

outcomes’ is in place, that this does not restrict autonomy, because ‘As long as you achieve 

the goal it does not matter how you get there, the teacher is free to pick and choose what is 

appropriate.’  

 

The aspect of ‘teacher say’ identified by Adam is supported by Hilary who says that teacher 

autonomy ‘is to do with the teacher being able to make decisions in their own classroom and 

working independently to a certain extent … you are making decisions then and there, 

having the level of responsibility to be able to decide we haven’t covered that topic in enough 

detail, so we are going to go over it again or I am going to skip that lesson … or I am going 

to do this activity rather than suggested.’  For Hilary, teacher autonomy ‘is about having that 

level of choice.’  She says in her classroom she is able to be autonomous to a ‘high extent’, 

and in her department she claims ‘we are all very free to do whatever we feel is necessary.’  

However, she recognises ‘we have the set guidelines in terms of which assessments we’re 

going to set and what topics we need to cover, but I get a lot of freedom about how I am 

going to teach that.’  She is aware of restrictions on her autonomy, also identified by Serena 

who says ‘To some extent you do need to actually have some starter activity, a sort of 

plenary.’  Furthermore, Serena adds ‘they [the pupils] have to make progress … AfL 

[Assessment for Learning] in there, in that way it can become very restrictive’.  Therefore, 

she recognises that progression and accountability can inhibit pedagogical autonomy.  

Alison recognises teacher autonomy comes with certain restrictions on subject content when 

she says that this is ‘within the guidelines and the curriculum frameworks that are dictated 

because the school has a responsibility to follow.’  Therefore, she believes that she has 

greater autonomy in terms of teaching strategies than subject content with accountability for 

ensuring the latter is covered.  However, she feels autonomous ‘to quite a degree’, but 

recognises that she doesn’t have ideas that are ‘really out there’ suggesting if she did then 

there may be less pedagogical autonomy as she would be challenged. 
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Adam thinks he has ‘a lot of autonomy … maybe too much’ due to the status of the subject 

in his school, within the curriculum and in terms of the monitoring of what is happening in the 

department.  He says of teacher autonomy  ‘If I was a Maths, English or Science teacher I 

would not have as much as I am monitored more by the school … whereas in our subject we 

can go off and do different things and that’s a blessing and a curse.’   This is due to ‘how 

important you are in the school’ and as a consequence ‘As long as we’re keeping them 

interested we can do what we want’ as long as there is pupil progression.  Therefore, there 

is a high degree of pedagogical autonomy, but with some restriction on this as there is the 

need for ‘getting everything in a book’ to evidence the pupil learning which may restrict the 

range of teaching strategies adopted.  In terms of further consequences of this he says 

‘We’ve got freedom but do we have respect?  Are we achieving as much as we would if we 

were more structured by the school?  I think it’s a bit of a trade-off and it’s a bit of a tension, 

a bit of a balance to get.’  Therefore, there is a sense that with this pedagogical autonomy 

comes negative consequences and raising the question of whether there might actually be 

greater benefit with less autonomy and more monitoring of the subject in terms of improved 

status.  Alison accepts restrictions on autonomy when she can see the purpose or benefit of 

this as when she says ‘feedback has become really structured now, but I value that structure 

as you can see benefits with year 11.’  She also recognises that there is ‘lots of autonomy in 

how you want to deal with a student … then there’s clear things we must do.’   

 

Serena sees teacher autonomy as being ‘very important’ and says she ‘wouldn’t stay at this 

school if they dictated’ how she taught as she is able ‘to give a lot of’ herself and would not 

like to see this limited, it would stifle her individuality.  She recognises that autonomy has 

been given when she says ‘They have given me a lot of freedom from day one and left me 

alone.  Being observed all the time and walking in has not really happened.’  However, within 

the department itself all teachers ‘take one lesson … go into other classes … talk to pupils 

and look at books’ to aid professional development. 
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Adam values creativity and believes teachers should be free to be creative, but ‘At the same 

time there does need to be some measures of progress’, and a teacher should be able to 

justify their use of teaching strategies with reference to this.  Serena says regarding pupils 

‘In my autonomy I will try and do things that I think will contribute to their progress … achieve 

my learning outcomes’, and ‘you need to cover certain things, so the kids can do the 

assessed work … how the teacher does that is up to them.’  She also feels the pressure felt 

by Adam when she says ‘they have to make progress.’  Evidence of progression is a 

pressure for Alison who says ‘parents expect something in the book … SLT book checks … 

feedback and assessment needs monitoring … it’s a pressure to have a certain amount in 

the book.’  Hilary worries that if you ‘give people the really, really true freedom it could go too 

far and they [pupils] would have a very different education in terms of a particular topic’.  She 

is concerned about the consistency of pupil experience and the responsibility to ensure 

pupils progress. 

 

Adam and Alison both value the autonomy to try out new teaching strategies and this is 

important to their view of teaching and in the interests of their pupils.  In thinking about the 

future Adam says ‘I would hope that I would carry on experimenting and being fascinated 

and excited by things … a reflective practitioner … a learner who is adapting and changing 

their pedagogies to fit the students.’  Alison says ‘It’s really important for me … to try things 

with my classes … so it’s not stagnant and stale … to see how they work … to see what they 

respond to … to see that I am making an effort and not doing the same old stuff … essential 

to their learning … to meet a whole range of needs.’   In her school context she feels that ‘In 

a way, because there is no dramatic behaviour incidents we can be experimental.  Students 

do as they are told and follow our lead and feel safe.’  For both Adam and Alison being a 

reflective practitioner is important to their professional learning and ensuring that the 

teaching strategies they select support the needs and progress of pupils.  They value the 

opportunity to try out new strategies with their classes.  This is followed by critical reflection 
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on their use of these strategies to enable them to assess whether they have worked, may 

need adapted or changed or are not appropriate for that class.  

 

Hilary avoids specific teaching strategies, explaining ‘the experiential kind of stilling 

exercises and the kind of big or whole lesson drama, I don’t tend to use very often purely 

from confidence and I think I am still early on in my career and I just think that seems too 

ambitious for me to want to do something like.’  She says ‘I rely on particular activities and 

strategies … I’ve got used to them and feel confident in how they work and the confidence of 

knowing how to manage the activity and knowing what the student will be doing’ and she has 

the ‘worry of unknown activities that they might go wrong.’  When it comes to observations, 

she chooses not to take risks when being observed, but recognises ‘some people say it’s 

worth taking a risk.’  In an observation she claims ‘there’s the pressure that you’ve got too 

many things you have to include.’ and admits ‘If I know I’ve got an observation coming up, I 

might do something completely different to what I would normally do.’  She sees the 

observation as a chance to ‘showcase your ability’ and would not show a twenty minute 

video as this would not allow her to do this.  Even though she says this, she recognises ‘In 

this department, it’s very much about give things a go.’ and ‘It is very much about give 

yourself a choice.’   

 

6.3.2 Theme 2: Subject Content and Frameworks 

 

6.3.2.1 Content and Skills 

Adam sees a relationship between subject content, engagement and teaching strategies 

when he states that he chose a specific strategy as it was appropriate to the content or topic, 

but also for ‘engagement’ and to ‘make it a bit more exciting in coming into a lesson’.  

Similarly, Alison sees forum theatre or drama as a useful way ‘to understand vivisection’ and 

‘to hear different perspectives’, and found ‘they’ve engaged in the topic in a specific way that 

helps them understand it.’  Thus, the strategy was not only drawn upon because the subject 
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content made it appropriate but also because certain skills would be developed.  This is 

made more explicit by Hilary who uses a responsibility pie when ‘looking at who was 

responsible for the death of Jesus’ and she explains ‘the reason I chose that one was 

because I wanted them to know what happened at the trial of Jesus … to evaluate how fair it 

was, who had the most responsibility … to clarify their knowledge of what happened, to be 

able to justify reasons’.  Furthermore, she says ‘by using that it’s clarifying what happened, 

but then going on to that higher level thinking of then: Who is responsible?, Was it fair?, Was 

Jesus killed for a good reason or was it just something that was unfair?’  Also, she uses a 

role-play to enable pupils to ‘empathise with the different kinds of attitudes’ to abortion, with 

the aim of pupils being ‘able to evaluate different viewpoints and understand different 

perspectives and then start to be able, begin to clarify their own opinion.’ 

 

6.3.2.2 Schemes of Work  

Hilary works in a context where ‘There is limited checking and trust built in that people ‘will 

get on and follow the scheme of work, so close monitoring is not needed.’   She recognises 

that ‘The scheme of work of work isn’t forever fixed’.  One of the assessments was removed 

from it last year and current discussion is taking place about ‘whether a particular topic 

would be useful’ to add.  She says ‘I think there is flexibility, but perhaps I need to be here a 

bit longer for my opinion to be valued in terms of changing.  A lot of people have worked 

really hard on the schemes of work that are there, so they at least want them to be used for 

a while.  There’s definitely flexibility that we can suggest we should change it to this and it’s 

kind of done in discussion.’  In her previous department where she was for her first two years 

of teaching she says ‘I definitely felt free because I was essentially given the freedom to do 

what I wanted’.  However she feels ‘I was essentially given too much freedom to do what I 

wanted.  I was told you can teach what you want, you can choose what religions to teach, 

you can choose how it’s done, but then I was almost restricted by the limited knowledge I 

had from my training year.  So I had gone from the training year where we were given 

support and ideas, but there was a limited amount of them.’   She acknowledges on the one 
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hand that ‘It was great as I did get to choose what I wanted to do’, but on the other hand she 

did not get ‘guidance’.  Prior to joining the school, she had expected there would be ‘a set 

scheme of work for me to follow’ and she would be allowed the ‘freedom to alter how I teach 

particular lessons and if I didn’t fancy doing an activity or I thought I could do this activity that 

would be OK.’  She recognises that she was given ‘lots more freedom than expected’ and 

this was ‘not necessarily a good thing at that stage in my career.’  She was not involved in 

the construction of the scheme of work in her first school and says ‘Some of it didn’t make 

sense … I didn’t like what a lot of the lessons were and I was like this does not make sense 

to me and I didn’t think I was teaching it in the way it was supposed to be originally taught’, 

and ‘a lot of it was outdated’ and so at the end of the year when more time had been freed 

up, she started rewriting it with the permission of her head of department to support her way 

forward as an RQT.  She states that ‘In terms of the children we had at the school who had a 

very limited experience of religion in primary school and outside of school, I felt we really 

needed to go back to basics’.  

 

Adam also finds more guidance liberating and says ‘what I really do struggle with … is a 

blank canvas when I’m told I can teach whatever I want.’  He says ‘I still find it easier if I 

have a set scheme of work to teach.’  His ideal context would be one where there are 

schemes of work containing components such as ‘learning objectives; key questions’ and 

‘giving suggested learning activities and the teacher being able to pick and choose what is 

appropriate for the class and climate they’re in to get their students to make progress’ with 

‘freedom in the structure’ and where ‘it does not matter how you get there.’   

 

6.3.2.3 Examinations 

Hilary says ‘I think it’s more important at GCSE you follow more guidelines, because 

obviously they are sitting an exam at the end which will have a particular structure, 

framework and content.’  Adam comments on this structure,  ‘it’s easier to plan for the GCSE 

course as there’s a structure of subject knowledge, they need to know and a structured way 
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to answer questions … that kind of structure is quite liberating.  The way in which you do it 

[teach content] is up to you.’   Hilary agrees when she says ‘I think there’s freedom in terms 

of how you teach the exam, but it certainly dictates what you’re going to teach because of 

the fact you have a limited amount of time to cover what could be coming up in the exam.’  

Serena acknowledges this time issue when she says ‘if you have to teach a GCSE in shorter 

time you are not able to be creative … we have that time.’  Alison says of year 10 ‘yes they 

have to get the GCSE … but I want them to grow morally, spiritually’.  Therefore, she sees 

the importance of aims beyond the teaching of the exam specification.  Hilary recognises 

that the resources available in a department can dictate the examination specification 

chosen when she says ‘a lot of the year 10 and 11 are like ‘Why can’t we do Buddhism? or 

Why can’t we do Hinduism?’  The majority of the time, it’s to do with textbooks, we’ve got 

more on Christianity and Islam.’   

 

6.3.3 Theme 3: Allocation of Resources 

 

6.3.3.1 Time 

Alison comments on the time available for planning saying ‘We are limited in the amount of 

time for planning’.  For her, time ’is the biggest restriction both in terms of what I would like to 

be doing and what I am doing’ and she has to prioritise and make compromises.   Adam 

recognises this due to his management role when he says ‘I think also being head of 

department and being busier, I have not got time to do these things … the more you get 

busier you don’t have time to plan the lessons you would like to.’  With the restricted 

planning time, Adam sees that for ‘survival reasons’ he does what he can to enable pupils to 

make progress, ‘without the most experiential fantastic experience they could have because 

of the constraints.’   It appears for Adam and Alison that there is a desire to be even more 

creative, but this is stifled by a lack of time to plan and deliver the lessons they might want 

to.  Furthermore, management responsibilities are an issue for Adam.  Also, Adam notes the 

‘practical implication of doing art and painting’, and says ‘I don’t have the time and resources 
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… would be fun to experiment with, but not been able to.’  Hilary similarly refers to a lack of 

resources when she says she was limited in what she could do in her first school by 

‘Resources, the availability, I didn’t have props, lots of religious artefacts, I didn’t have lots of 

resources such as videos and starting points which could be inspiration for a lesson’.  For 

her ‘availability of resources is definitely a factor’ that affects her pedagogical autonomy.    

 

The time length of the lesson is a factor identified by Adam who in reflecting on the use of 

card sorting activities and the ‘practical issues’ involved states that he knows ‘how hard it is 

to get card sorts in and out’ and ‘it causes more hassle than it’s worth in a fifty minute lesson 

with a class of thirty.’  Similarly, Serena claims that ‘There is not enough time as only fifty 

minute lessons’ to use technology and therefore she encourages pupils to use this at home.  

The timing of the lesson in the day is identified by both Adam and Serena.  In reflecting on 

teaching classes during the last period of the day, Serena says ‘you need to get them to do 

things, so get them out of their seat … it’s about engaging them and getting them all to take 

part.’  Adam agrees that the strategies used by a teacher are ‘Influenced by the time of day’.  

However, in contrast to Serena, with a class he teaches last period of the day he avoids 

more creative and active teaching strategies.  The reason he gives is that there are other 

factors affecting a teacher’s decision, such as ‘practical factors of noise and engagement.’ 

  

6.3.3.2 Space 

Space is an issue identified by Adam who does not have his own classroom and says that 

he cannot ‘move the tables’, nor can the class ‘sit on the floor because of the practicalities’.  

However, when he did have his own classroom he was able to adopt more teaching 

strategies and he had ‘done things like used washing lines and been able to put displays up 

on the wall and been able to play around with chairs more.’  Also, he recognises it is time, 

responsibility and workload that constrain what strategies are adopted.  
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6.3.4 Theme 4: Pupil Teaching and Learning 

 

6.3.4.1 Class Dynamic 

In relation to drama and role play, Adam states ‘With the right group I am happy to use that’ 

as ‘I have seen how quickly students get carried away and how people can cause offence 

through stuff like drama’.  Serena says she will only use class debate ‘if it is the right kind of 

class.’  Alison and Hilary adapt their teaching to suit the class dynamic.  Alison states that 

she uses riskier strategies with classes where there’s ‘that relationship there’ of trust and 

mutual respect, but in reflecting on the use of a strategy with a ‘difficult’ class she says ‘with 

some of my trickier pupils I might have done it differently.’  Hilary believes ‘Different classes 

have different dynamics and will require different strategies to be effective.’  

 

Hilary identifies ‘the age of the students’ as impacting on the teaching strategy adopted. 

Adam supports this when with KS3  he says that he ‘chose not to adopt the more kind of 

lecture style teaching where it’s more ‘death by PowerPoint’, dictation and writing long 

essays, not appropriate for KS3.’  Hilary says ‘I’ve found with certain activities students 

maybe aren’t quite so receptive.  A hot-seating or role-playing activity in year 7 is often very 

well received.’  She recognises that she hasn’t ‘really built’ role-play into year 10 lessons as  

‘they’re kind of a bit like this is not what we would normally have.’  She finds ‘in speaking to 

other colleagues they’ve said ‘it’s more discussion-based, more seminar style rather than 

using hot-seating and that kind of thing’ with year 10 and pupils ‘kind of almost say, they 

don’t want to do that, maybe out of teenage embarrassment.’  However, she admits doing a 

role-play with year 10, but in ‘a more discussion-based way’, so adapting it to the age group 

and suggests if she was to do the activity with year 7 she ‘might get them up in front of the 

class and hot-seat’.  

 

Ability is a factor identified by Serena who says ‘the ability of the kids sometimes … because 

the more able often tend to lead discussion and the others hide away … to get them all 
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involved’, and also SEN as she identifies a ‘certain child who has special needs you can’t do 

certain things with.’  Serena says ‘For KS4 low ability, sometimes it’s easier to get then to do 

exam questions so they get the key ideas.’ 

 

Serena notes that ‘how the class is behaving’ impacts on the teaching strategy adopted with 

a group.  In using role–play Hilary ‘has to make sure it was a class who I felt could be 

responsible and would be able to follow my instructions.’   With a year 9 class, she says she 

has not ‘managed to get their behaviour to a level I would be happy to do that with’, 

interestingly seeing it as a future possibility.  She connects engagement and behaviour 

management when she says that she may adopt ‘more challenging activities as a strategy in 

a hope that’ pupils ‘will engage with the lesson and become more involved and the low level 

disruption that may be preventing those tasks may disappear, but it’s always a risk.  I would 

give it a go and if it didn’t work, I would maybe rethink it and come back to it.’  Adam states 

his choice of teaching strategy is influenced by ‘The behaviour of the group, the maturity 

level of the group … even the bond within the group.’  Alison draws attention to the 

relationship with pupils and groups when she says regarding the use of a particular teaching 

strategy ‘there’s that relationship there … with some of my trickier pupils I might have done it 

differently’, suggesting where there is a positive relationship with pupils certain teaching 

strategies are possible to use that might not be with others.  

 

6.3.4.2 Pupil Engagement 

Serena sees creativity and engagement being linked and a responsibility to be inclusive 

when she says ‘I try to be as creative as possible, a lot of resources … they have to do 

something that engages them all, either sorting or items on a post-it note.’    Similarly, Alison 

says ‘I can’t think of anything I would shy away from apart from a lesson of just writing, that 

is the only thing’ because ‘students wouldn’t appreciate it’, thus becoming disengaged.  She 

associates engagement with relevance, saying ‘pupil engagement, try to get them to relate 

to it.’  Adam also stresses that it is important to work ‘around your students and what is 
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relevant to them’ and makes a connection between ‘content and engagement’.  Alison 

makes a connection between engagement and understanding when she uses drama or 

forum theatre where she feels ‘they’ve been engaged in the topic in a way that helps them 

understand it.’  Adam specifically identifies ‘engagement from a starter’ and making ‘it a bit 

more exciting in coming into a lesson’ as an important pillar in a lesson.   Hilary rejects a 

particular teaching strategy when she says ‘I don’t really use bookwork purely because I find 

it a bit dull and not that engaging.’ 

 

6.3.5 Theme 5: Professional Learning Relationships 

 

6.3.5.1 Teacher – Department 

Alison comments ‘We have a very big department and lots of different teaching styles of RE 

going on.’  Hilary concurs with the latter point when she says in her department ‘Everyone 

teaches in a different way, everyone has different strengths and weaknesses in terms of 

teaching style.’ and ‘It would be really boring if everyone was expected to teach in the exact 

same way, to do the exact same thing all the time.’  Furthermore, Alison says ‘At KS3 

certainly feel very relaxed to do as I wish … the school and department are very supportive 

of an individualistic style of teaching … there is no one method, that’s fantastic.  I really 

value that and cannot imagine working in a different environment.’  Serena states that there 

is a sense of responsibility and accountability for pupil progress as ‘you need to make sure 

you cover certain things, so the kids can do the assessed work … how the teacher does that 

is up to them.’  There is a sense of this trust with Alison who says you can ‘do what you want 

as long as the learning happens’, and furthermore, she says ‘the head of department has a 

lot of faith and trust’ in her with the consequence that she has the ‘potential and scope to try 

new things’.  Alison reflects back to being an NQT and ‘trying to gage ‘Can I put up that in 

my classroom?’, ‘Can I try things?, Do I have to stick to time-frames?, Are there tasks that 

are completely off limit?’  She has not really experienced opposition to what she has asked 

except for practical considerations, such as not being able to ‘go outside for various 
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reasons’.  Fortunately, she has found herself in a departmental culture where they are 

‘willing to try new things’ and this means ‘freedom of choice in terms of our teaching practice 

… as long as it’s accounted for.’   

 

Hilary comments on the difficulties experienced in her NQT year in her first school where she 

was ‘the only RS teacher in the department’ and as a result ‘did not get direct help in terms 

of planning and getting inspiration’, leading her ‘to rely on particular strategies more often’ as 

she ‘wasn’t exposed to the variety of ideas that could be given if you’re working 

collaboratively.’  The whole workload for the subject was placed on her and she says of the 

value of collaborative working ‘you can share ideas and if you’re time-restricted someone 

else might say ‘I’ve already got this great activity, I’ve done this before, this is how you could 

do it.’ and it kind of gives that extra bit of confidence and support and inspiration.  So I 

definitely think working collaboratively is a really important thing.’  In her current school, 

‘People are very willing to share ideas and say ‘I did this with my group.  Why don’t you give 

it a go?’  We quite often share resources and say ‘I found this interesting article online if you 

want to use it in your lesson.’  It is very much about give people a choice.’ 

 

For RQTs, personal philosophies and preferences emerge as factors that impact on what 

teaching strategies and resources are adopted in the classroom.  Where teachers are able 

to follow their own personal philosophies and preferences they feel they have pedagogical 

autonomy in this area.  Serena states that she never uses text-books because ‘Firstly I 

haven’t got them as I don’t believe in it.  Don’t like it … never really … so many opportunities 

to do other things than use them … try to be more entertaining and creative.’  Her view is 

that she does not personally believe in them as the best way to engage pupils and considers 

their use neither creative nor engaging.  Hilary concurs with Serena when she says ‘I don’t 

really use bookwork purely because I find it a bit dull and not engaging … I don’t use that 

often.’  
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Alison recognises a divide and disagreement in her department over the use of some 

activities and resources, with some teachers choosing not to use them.  For instance, an 

activity where pupils design or create their own Hindu god was questioned by some staff that 

had ‘issues with recreation’ and what this might communicate about the origins of a deity.  

However, this was ‘practiced by those who feel comfortable’ and suggests a department 

where individual pedagogical autonomy is encouraged but professional dialogue is also 

engaged in.  This is similar to Hilary who is in a department with ‘lots of different styles and 

different opinions’ and where a teacher mentioned a video she had used on animal testing 

that was ‘very shocking but hard hitting’, that others thought was ‘not appropriate’, but ‘No 

one says ‘Don’t show that video.’’  In a recent observation, the colleague observing her said 

that ‘he didn’t think he would teach abortion’ in the way she had done, ‘He wasn’t keen on a 

couple of resources’ and felt she had gone into too much depth for year 9, though she 

disagreed with him.  However, ‘He didn’t do it in a way ‘You should change this’, it was more 

advice, saying maybe next year you might choose to do this or prioritise this task rather than 

that one.’ 

 

For Adam, there is a strong preference for and confidence in approaches that work for him 

as a learner.  He justifies the use of certain teaching strategies by saying in each lesson 

‘There would be sort of pillars I always use, so group-work, discussion, feedback, because of 

my own belief and my own experience that I give feedback better in front of other people if I 

have a chance to think about it myself and bounce it off in a smaller group.’  He sees these 

pillars as non-negotiable and he is able to use them whatever and wherever he is teaching.  

He claims ‘I am a visual learner, so I like to start with pictures … so I assume that is the 

same for students’ thus assuming his preference is theirs.   However, he does recognise that 

‘Partly it is to do with you, who you are and the way you learn.  It is to do with your students 

and hopefully that is important that you work it around your students and what is relevant to 

them’, so not ignoring their needs and preferences.   
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6.4 Reflexive Comment 

In supporting reflexivity throughout the research process, I now consider three areas that it is 

important to be mindful of in considering my research findings, analysis, discussion and 

conclusions: 

 

1. Teachers at each stage are a diverse group  

In discussing teachers’ experiences of pedagogical autonomy, it needs to be recognised that 

teachers at each stage in their early career are a diverse group and not homogeneous.  

Recognition of this is important to my research as sometimes the untypical can be 

significant, rather than what is said by the majority of participants or the recurrence of certain 

ideas in the data.  These experiences of pedagogical autonomy are set in specific schools, 

departments and a wider national context. They reflect the bigger picture of government 

policy implemented at an individual school level but also factors within specific schools and 

departments that inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy.   

 

2. The importance of validity  

It should be noted that the issues of validity and insider research in relation to my thesis 

have been touched on earlier (see Ch.4.6 and 5.3) and the issue of generalisability later (see 

Ch.8.2).  However, it is important here to engage in further reflexivity regarding two 

interrelated ethical and research issues affecting validity, in order to show that this can be 

supported.  These are as follows: 

 

1. All of the participants have been encouraged by me in their PGCE year to exercise 

pedagogical autonomy in the classroom and this is the focus of my research.  How 

participants talk about this is likely in part to be framed by the categories that have 

been given to them by me and in part they may be returning to me what they have 

been taught. 
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2. All of the participants have been in a pre-established relationship with me as their ex-

PGCE RE route leader/subject tutor, been trained by me and followed a similar 

course of study, and the significance of that influence on the research needs to be 

considered. 

 

Regarding the focus on pedagogical autonomy, in researching TTs I wanted to see whether 

the pedagogical autonomy being encouraged by me at the university was being enacted in 

their experience on school placements and to deepen my understanding of what factors 

inhibit or enable this.  During the PGCE RE course, utilising a simple understanding of 

pedagogy, TTs are exposed to and encouraged by me to draw upon a wide and eclectic 

range of teaching strategies in the classroom during school placements (see Ch.3.5).  It is 

likely that this is considered best practice elsewhere on other university teacher training 

courses.  In researching NQTs and RQTs I wanted to see whether the pedagogical 

autonomy encouraged in the PGCE year was then being sustained in their early career and 

inhibited or enabled in their current school contexts.  I was interested in the extent to which 

the factors affecting the pedagogical autonomy of early career secondary RE teachers at all 

three stages in their professional development are similar or different, whether 

understandings of it change and what experiences of it are like once in a full-time school 

setting compared to the PGCE year.   

 

I did teach all the participants about teaching strategies, but in the interviews they were 

telling me much more than this about the school and department in which they found 

themselves, their experiences of pedagogical autonomy and the factors affecting it in a 

specific school context.  However, they are very likely to have been drawing upon some of 

the categories that I gave them during the PGCE course and interpreting that experience 

through them, but what factors inhibited or enabled pedagogical autonomy was not an 

aspect of the PGCE course.  In the PGCE year I can have a more direct influence to some 

extent on their pedagogical autonomy as I working in partnership with the TTs and their 
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placement school mentors.  However, beyond the PGCE year I have no direct influence on 

whether NQTs and RQTs have pedagogical autonomy or not, with no influence over their 

experiences of it or the factors affecting it and cannot intervene in these.      

 

My relationships with the TTs, having just finished their training is stronger and more recent 

than that of the NQTs and RQTs, as I have not stayed in contact with any participants in the 

latter two groups since the completion of their training and not maintained that close 

professional relationship that is established during an intense training year, though of course 

a relationship still exists.  Particularly, in the PGCE year I am a key figure and influence in 

their development as from me they receive the foundations of their university training in their 

RE specialism, expectations are set of them and what they should encounter on school 

placements, conceptions of the TT role are formulated and I provide them with the 

categories to talk about education.  The basis of my job as a teacher trainer in many 

respects is that they take on board what I say, based on best practice, experience, theory 

and research.   

 

However, I also recognise that I am not the sole influence on TTs, that the construction of 

teacher identity is a complex process and rightly so.  It would be easy to overestimate my 

influence on TTs.  They do come to me with prior experiences and their own perspectives, 

and there are other influences on them when on school placements and perhaps more 

powerful voices. The PGCE RE course is delivered in partnership with both university and 

school aspects, with 120 days spent in school which accounts for 75% of the course time.  

During the TT interviews I asked ‘Can you tell me what and/or who has shaped your view 

and use of pedagogies [teaching strategies] on your placements?’  Unsurprisingly, all TTs 

identify me as an influence, but also other influences are mentioned, such as mentors, class 

teachers, online resources, other departments in their placement schools and university 

lectures/seminars led by other tutors or school partners.  It should be noted that not all 

university lectures/seminars are led by me as TTs follow an education studies programme 
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where they hear multiple voices.  It is not clear to what extent each of the latter have 

influenced TT practice.  It may be that their placement schools had a stronger influence on 

TTs than the university.  Indeed, I’Anson (2004) argues that due to ‘occupational 

socialisation’ it may be that TTs favour ‘subject knowledge discourse’ from the school setting 

as this is where they will eventually work, with the university experience not as important or 

relevant.    

 

After the PGCE course, as NQTs and RQTs they continue to develop their unique teacher 

identity and engage in professional learning and development which is a complex process 

with impressions made upon them from a number of sources.  During the NQT and RQT 

interviews I asked ‘Can you tell me what and/or who has shaped your view and use of 

pedagogies [teaching strategies] in your lessons?’  Only one NQT mentioned me as an 

influence and two refer specifically to the influence of their placement schools in the training 

year.  However, two RQTs mention me as an influence, but another does refer to the training 

of which I am a significant part.  Other influences are also mentioned, such as: mentors, 

class teachers, continuing professional development and other TTs when on school 

placements in the training year; colleagues in and outside the RE department; student voice; 

professional association materials and inspirational RE teachers when they were pupils at 

school.  As with TTs, It is not clear to what extent each of the latter have influenced NQT and 

RQT practice.  However, three NQTs and RQTs do identify the influence of their training 

year.  As time goes by, it seems logical to me that the extent of my influence will wane and 

other influences will come to the fore, with my influence looming large at the beginning and 

less at the end.  It may be likely that as their PGCE year becomes distant that what 

participants say reflects their own convictions and philosophies more, shaped by a range of 

influences and contexts.   

 

Furthermore, I trained all of them, so I can see the possible influence of their training in what 

they say.  This can be seen when for example they communicate particular views or 
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perspectives that typify those encouraged on the course that I lead, such as the importance 

of engaging with a wide range of teaching strategies that is acknowledged above (Ch.6.1.1, 

6.2.1, 6.3.1).  However, they do not explicitly say that they hold these views or perspectives 

because of their training.  It is clear in the interviews that opinions are sometimes being 

expressed that were not those advocated on the PGCE RE course that I lead.  There are 

things that participants say that surprise me and that have not been part of my subject-

specific tuition, or that of the wider course and are sometimes in opposition to that tuition.   

At all stages in their early career, participants are expressing deep insights as they critically 

reflect on their experience and developing understanding of the teacher role, 

professionalism, autonomy, teaching and learning.  They demonstrate that they are critically 

reflective, the encouragement of which is a hallmark of the PGCE RE course that I lead.  

TTs are expected to be critically reflective in order to support their professional learning and 

development and appear to continue with this throughout their early career as they work on 

their evolving identity as a secondary RE teacher.  Also, not all participants are saying the 

same thing.  There are a diversity of views being presented at times, such as similarities and 

differences in their relationship with the scheme of work and preferences here (Ch.6.1.2.2, 

6.2.2.2, 6.3.2.2).                                                               

 

3. Complex, inter-connected and relational factors 

The themes and sub-themes identified above are complex, inter-connected and relational as 

factors that inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE 

teachers.  For instance, subject-specific ‘Content and Skills’ (Sub-theme 2.1) has a 

relationship to ‘Pupil Engagement’ (Sub-theme 4.2) as the latter is necessary for pupils to 

want to access the former.  However, it is far more complex than this because all the factors 

enable varying degrees of autonomy that impact on one another.  For example, high 

autonomy with schemes of work (Sub-theme 2.2) as guidance and limited autonomy over 

the time allocated to a lesson (Theme 3.1) may lead to a restriction on the use of some 

teaching strategies even with the former high autonomy because of the latter.  Also, in my 
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findings the factors inhibiting or enabling pedagogical autonomy vary within a factor too.  For 

instance, when schemes of work (Sub-theme 2.2) are used as guidance they can offer a 

higher degree of pedagogical autonomy than when used prescriptively.  Therefore, it is 

important to recognise and understand the complexity within and between factors and their 

relational nature. 
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Chapter 7 Research Discussion  

 

In order to contextualise my research discussion and the ideas explored here, I begin this 

chapter by reviewing the research process so far and how it has led to this point.  At the start 

of my research, I devised my key research question and sub-questions (see Ch.1.1) as 

follows and these have been borne in mind throughout: 

 

Key Research Question: What factors inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy in 

the classroom for early career secondary RE teachers at key stages in their 

professional development? 

Sub-question 1: What do early career secondary RE teachers understand by 

pedagogical autonomy in the classroom at key stages in their professional 

development? 

Sub-question 2: What are the experiences of pedagogical autonomy in the 

classroom for early career secondary RE teachers at key stages in their professional 

development? 

 

Then prior to conducting my research, I reviewed the literature (see Ch.2) on pedagogy and 

autonomy in relation to the above questions, in order to identify key issues that were 

emerging, such as: the distinction between simple and complex understandings of 

pedagogy, and the relationship between autonomy and control.   

 

Having conducted a phenomenological thematic analysis of the data, overarching themes 

and sub-themes emerged that were found to be factors inhibiting or enabling pedagogical 

autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers at key stages in their professional 

development.  These were as follows: 
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Theme 1: Understandings of Autonomy 

 

Theme 2: Subject Content and Frameworks   

2.1 Content and Skills  

2.2 Schemes of Work 

2.3 Examinations 

 

Theme 3: Allocation of Resources    

3.1 Time  

3.2 Space  

 

Theme 4: Pupil Teaching and Learning  

4.1 Class Dynamic  

4.2 Pupil Engagement 

 

Theme 5: Professional Learning Relationships   

5.1 Teacher-Department  

5.2 Trainee Teacher-Mentor/Class Teacher  

 

Then I engaged in a detailed analysis of my findings (see Ch.6). 

 

Having now reviewed my research questions, the literature and analysis of findings, the 

following three interrelated threads or skeins of pedagogical autonomy as a phenomenon in 

the understanding and experience of early career secondary RE teachers at key stages in 

their professional development have been identified:  

 

Skein 1: pedagogical autonomy and professionalism;  
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Skein 2: pedagogical autonomy and the allocation of resources;  

 

Skein 3: pedagogical autonomy and relationships. 

 

These form the basis and structure of my discussion in this chapter.  They offer a rich insight 

into the multi-faceted phenomenon of pedagogical autonomy and early career secondary RE 

teachers lived experience of it.  Although these are presented as discrete skeins, it is 

important to stress that they are connected and should be viewed as a whole in their 

demonstration of the complexity of pedagogical autonomy.  However, I would stress that 

these skeins are also held in tension with each other, like wool being held between people’s 

hands, in ways that are dynamic and relational, but not in a muddle.  Each of these are 

elements that form part of a complex whole. 

 

7.1 Skein 1: Pedagogical Autonomy and Professionalism 

At all stages in the early career of secondary RE teachers, the participants want to have 

pedagogical autonomy over the teaching strategies adopted in their own classrooms and this 

is seen as a key aspect of professionalism (Ch.6.1.1, 6.2.1, 6.3.1).  This relationship 

between teacher autonomy and professionalism is found in the literature, with some 

consensus therein that autonomy is a necessary condition of being a professional 

(Anderson, 1987; Biesta, 2009; Lauriala, 2011; Naylor, 2011; Pitt and Phelan, 2008; Pollard, 

2010; Smith, 2011).   Furthermore, much research (Oberski et al, 1999; Flores, 2004; 

Kwakman, 2003; Morr et al, 2005) suggests it is in the NQT year or after that a teacher’s 

wish for autonomy comes to the fore.  However, my research findings challenge this in that I 

found autonomy, specifically pedagogical autonomy, is at the fore throughout the early 

career of secondary RE teachers. 

 

Teachers may think that they should have the greatest say or individual autonomy over what 

teaching strategies are used in their own classroom as it is something that affects them on a 
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daily lesson by lesson basis.  My research identifies potential benefits of this autonomy, such 

as: increased levels of self-respect; the opportunity for greater creativity; an improved sense 

of well-being; higher levels of confidence and motivation; the opportunity to express 

individuality; a feeling of ease in the classroom; a sense of power, control and freedom; a 

say over how to teach; an ownership over how content is delivered.  This finding is 

supported by Ryan and Deci’s (2010) research, guided by Self-Determination Theory (SDT), 

that claims autonomy is an innate psychological need that when satisfied has positive 

benefits for teachers (p.68).  Furthermore, Kuan Boey (2010) claims that when teachers 

have a sense of ownership, connectedness and control over what they do, they will 

experience ‘teacher empowerment’ that will ‘combat alienation and segregation in the 

profession’ (p.2), as reflected in Vieira’s (1999) desire for the ‘emancipation of teachers’ 

(p.227).  However, my findings also show that the allowance of pedagogical autonomy does 

not just have benefits for teachers, but pupils too, such as: a variety of teaching strategies 

being adopted in lessons; increased levels of engagement and motivation; being taught by 

teachers who enjoy what they do and are committed to creative teaching and learning 

(Ch.6.1.4, 6.2.4, 6.3.4).   

 

Teacher autonomy, however, is not seen by participants as an absolute.  It is viewed as an 

aspect of professionalism and they agree that there needs to be restrictions on it in the 

interests of pupils.  This is supported in the literature by Pitt and Phelan (2000), and Smith 

(2011).  Participants recognise in exercising pedagogical autonomy, that there is a 

professional duty or responsibility for pupils to make progress that must be fulfilled through 

the teaching strategies adopted.  They value the pedagogical autonomy they have and 

recognise that the choices they make have to be informed.  Should things go wrong as a 

result of using their pedagogical autonomy and pupils do not make the expected progress, 

that teacher is seen to be accountable.  They accept responsibility and accountability as 

necessarily following from the allowance of pedagogical autonomy and submit willingly to 

this (Ch.6.1.1, 6.2.1, 6.3.1).  Here the participants experience the realities of the political and 
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current educational policy from a national level at a local school based level.  This is a factor 

identified by Crookes (1997) and Freeman and Freeman (1994) as influencing teaching and 

learning.  The recent and current government agenda focuses on pupil progress, 

responsibility and accountability, with a range of government imposed accountability 

measures in schools such as: Ofsted inspections; floor standards; pupil progress targets; 

league tables; narrowing attainment gaps; performance related pay (Blower, 2015, p.1).  

However, participants do not explicitly attribute these to this source.  The above 

understanding of what pedagogical autonomy looks like concurs with Lauriala’s (2011, p.5) 

three characteristics of autonomy, namely self-determination and choice, duty or 

responsibility to pupils and self-endorsement. 

 

It should be noted that TTs in my research do see themselves as accountable, but relative to 

the stage they are at in their training.  The PGCE year for most TTs on both school 

placements is one where they experience different levels of accountability to NQTs and 

RQTs.  They do acknowledge and support the need for making responsible and informed 

choices in the teaching strategies adopted and ensuring pupil progress for which they are 

accountable.  However, they see this level of accountability as greater once they become 

established as a teacher.  For all TTs, a distinctive feature at this stage of their development 

is that they have a greater sense of being able to experiment with or try out a wide range of 

teaching strategies.  Also, they feel that they are allowed to make mistakes or errors when 

experimenting with these and through critical reflection on their practice engage in 

professional learning and development (Ch.6.1.1).  This approach is one that is encouraged 

on the PGCE course that I lead and afforded by most mentors/class teachers at some point 

in the year.  The process or cycle of trial, error and critical reflection on practice creates the 

conditions that allow TTs to draw upon a range of teaching strategies and is supportive of 

professional learning and developing confidence.  In their research, Hobson and Malderez 

(2002) found that 60% of TTs saw this cycle as being of value.  Furthermore, some TTs do 
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not see these opportunities to experiment and make mistakes being afforded to them 

beyond the professional year where expectations are higher.   

 

Most NQTs and RQTs see trying out new teaching strategies or experimentation as 

important to them.  Some make a connection between this and the value of critical reflection 

on practice that takes place afterwards.  This reflective practitioner approach, involving 

experimentation and critical reflection, is seen to have many positive consequences, such 

as: increased engagement for teachers and pupils; the use of a range of teaching strategies 

in the classroom; teaching and learning not becoming stagnant and stale; continuing 

professional learning and development for teachers (Ch.6.2.1, 6.3.1).  However, although 

most NQTs would like to experiment with new teaching strategies and value this, they are 

limited by factors such as: time pressures; workload; a need to get things right; 

accountability; a sense that they no longer feel that they are allowed to experiment and 

make mistakes that was afforded in the PGCE year.  One NQT admits to taking some risks 

at KS4 with GCSE RS teaching, but she is more likely to do so at KS3 as there is no external 

assessment taking place there and greater pedagogical autonomy is identified.  Within the 

constraints of KS4 teaching she finds somewhat limited ‘spaces for autonomy’ (Benson, 

2010) or ‘spaces and opportunities for manoeuvre’ (Lamb, 2000).   Also, she believes that by 

taking risks as a teacher you model this to pupils, so encouraging them to take risks and 

hopes to do this more in the coming year as an RQT.  There is a strong consensus in the 

literature that teacher autonomy is a pre-requisite upon which pupil autonomy depends and 

this supports her viewpoint (Jiang and Ma, 2012; Little, 1995; Naylor, 2011; Thavenius, 

1999).  

 

In my research, the focus of professional learning and development for NQTs in the first year 

of teaching, seems to be on becoming accustomed to the school setting, establishing 

themselves and learning to manage the many demands of being a teacher.  Most RQTs are 

in a position where they feel that they are allowed to experiment and can do so to a greater 
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extent than NQTs.  However, there are still limitations on RQTs due to factors such as not 

having enough planning and preparation time, a lack of resources and management 

responsibilities.   

 

In summary, early career secondary RE teachers believe that as professionals, they should 

be allowed pedagogical autonomy in their own classrooms, therefore establishing a 

relationship between pedagogical autonomy and professionalism.  A further relationship is 

established between pedagogical autonomy, responsibility and accountability for its use in 

the best interests of pupils and participants submit willingly to this.  Pedagogical autonomy is 

strongly valued, with benefits for teachers and pupils too.  All TTs, most NQTs and RQTs 

value trying out new teaching strategies or engaging in experimentation, and some identify 

the critical reflection on practice that follows from this as supporting professional learning 

and development.  TTs are afforded the autonomy to try out a range of teaching strategies 

by most mentors/class teachers, make mistakes and critically reflect on practice.  However, 

most NQTs and RQTs find experimentation is limited by a range of factors, though moreso 

for NQTs.  Thus, for most NQTs and RQTs their professional learning and development may 

be restricted to varying degrees in the early years of teaching. 

   

7.2 Skein 2: Pedagogical Autonomy and the Allocation of Resources 

School leaders and managers have to make important decisions about the careful allocation 

of limited financial, physical and human resources that can inhibit or enable pedagogical 

autonomy.  Two of these resources emerge in my findings, those of time and space (Sub-

themes 3.1 and 3.2).  It should be noted that the many aspects of time in the findings were 

not present in the literature reviewed and neither was the theme of space.  However, my 

research raises and draws attention to the significance of these.  Time refers to planning and 

preparation time, time to manage workload, the length of a lesson, the time a lesson falls in 

the school day, and the allocated curriculum time for RE.  In reality, planning and preparation 

time extends beyond the time allocated for this to a teacher on the timetable as teachers 
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work beyond the school day in order to manage their workload.  Space refers to what 

classrooms are provided, as well as to their flexibility of layout and availability.  The 

allocation of time and space is usually made at a higher level than that of the classroom 

teacher and can be seen to offer a low degree of autonomy as these are often beyond the 

individual teacher’s control.  Each of these are now dealt with in turn. 

 

7.2.1 Time 

In my research, planning and preparation time, and managing workload, is only a concern 

for one TT (Ch.6.1.3.1).  This is probably because these participants are only teaching 50% 

of a normal teacher’s timetable in the PGCE year which the majority find manageable.  Also, 

as TTs they do not have to fulfil many of the duties and responsibilities that other members 

of staff have to, and expectations of them are different.  Whereas, NQTs are teaching 90% 

of a normal teacher’s timetable, 40% higher than in their PGCE year and are coming to 

terms with this increased workload, less planning and preparation time and the further 

expectations of the NQT year.  These are highlighted as significant factors that inhibit 

pedagogical autonomy for most NQTs.  Only a few months earlier their workload and the 

expectations of them as TTs were much less.  Most NQTs find themselves adopting certain 

teaching strategies as a shortcut, particularly those that are easier to prepare than others to 

save on planning and preparation time.  Even though these might not be ideal in terms of 

what they would like to be doing or the most creative strategies, they do allow pupils to 

progress.  Therefore, the use of a wide range of teaching strategies may take a backseat 

when other pressures exert themselves (Ch.6.2.3.1).  There is a realisation of the realities of 

the NQT year, with the need to make compromises and find ways to manage while 

remaining professional.  Beyond the NQT year for some RQTs workload and limited 

planning and preparation time is still an issue and one RQT mentions taking on a 

management responsibility that makes this even more of an issue (Ch.6.3.3.1).   
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Some TTs and RQTs refer to the length of a lesson as impacting on the teaching strategies 

adopted (Ch.6.1.3.1, 6.3.3.1).  This is because goals in terms of pupil progress need to be 

reached in the time available and teachers are accountable for ensuring this happens.  

Some teaching strategies take longer than others to use, and the need to cover content and 

meet goals means that more creative strategies may be abandoned when less time-

consuming strategies will enable pupil progress just as well.  Some RQTs mention the time 

of the lesson in the day dictating the teaching strategies adopted.  Pupils may be more or 

less responsive to or motivated by some strategies at certain points in the day.  One NQT 

mentions curriculum time for GCSE as a constraint in her school, as it is given less time than 

other GCSE subjects which means it is not possible to adopt teaching strategies that need a 

lot of time, as there is the pressure of ensuring a wealth of syllabus content is covered 

(Ch.6.2.3.1).  Some NQTs and RQTs identify a relationship between time and the resources 

available.  Certain resources needed to use a particular teaching strategy may be limited in a 

school.  Also, the production of resources needed to use a particular teaching strategy may 

be too time-consuming and make its use impossible (Ch.6.1.3.1, 6.3.3.1). 

 

7.2.2 Space 

Two TTs, all NQTs and one RQT mention space (Ch.6.1.3.2: 6.2.3.2; 6.3.3.2) as a factor 

that inhibits or enables pedagogical autonomy.  Space is identified as a potential physical 

constraint within the classroom, with some teaching strategies requiring more space, an 

open space or spaces that are more flexible.  However, in relation to the latter, changing the 

space when it is flexible can be time-consuming.  In some cases, large classes in small 

rooms restrict space.  Also, the limited availability of specialist spaces, such as computer 

rooms, is raised as an issue by an RQT, who cannot then use teaching strategies that 

require this space.    

 

In summary, the allocation of resources, specifically time and space, is something that is 

likely to be beyond the individual teacher’s control and issues with this need to be addressed 
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by school leaders and managers, in order to enable pedagogical autonomy to a greater 

extent.  Furthermore, for most NQTs, the transition from the PGCE year as a TT to the NQT 

year is a crunch point for them and seen to be challenging as they face the demands of less 

planning and preparation time and an increased workload.  Beyond the NQT year, workload 

remains an issue for some RQTs which suggests its significance as a continued concern in 

the experience of some early career secondary RE teachers.   

 

7.3 Skein 3: Pedagogical Autonomy and Relationships 

In my research, participants see individual pedagogical autonomy as very important.  Four 

relational aspects emerge from my findings that have an impact on this: 

1. The Teacher-Department (Theme 5.1) relationship, which is not a strong focus in the 

literature.   

2. The Trainee Teacher-Mentor/Class Teacher (Theme 5.2) relationship.  The 

significance of the TT-mentor relationship is emphasised in the literature (Hobson 

and Malderez, 2002; Hobson et al, 2009; l’Anson, 2004; Moore, 2004; Waghorn and 

Stevens, 1996), but not that of the TT-class teacher.  

3. The multi-faceted classroom relationships (Theme 4) such as those that exist 

between teacher-pupil and pupil-pupil.  The impact of the pupils themselves on 

teaching and learning is identified by Freeman and Freeman (1994, p.26) though not 

explored in the context of multi-faceted classroom relationships and teaching 

strategies specifically.  

4. The teacher- curriculum framework relationship (Theme 2) to curriculum subject 

content and skills, schemes of work and examination specifications in particular.  

Regarding the latter, my research supports Crookes’ (1997) finding that what and 

how teachers teach is constrained by ‘the need to prepare pupils for standardised 

tests’ or examinations.  Regarding schemes of work, Benson (2010) identifies these 

as one of several ‘systemic restraints’ on teacher autonomy, but my research 
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extends what he says in the identification of a range of relationships that exist with 

these and I relate what I say specifically to pedagogical autonomy.  

These are now discussed in turn. 

 

7.3.1 Professional Learning Relationships 

Both the teacher-department (Ch.6.1.5.1; 6.2.5.1; 6.3.5.1)) and TT-mentor/class teacher 

(Ch.6.1.5.2) relationships are important in supporting a teacher’s professional learning and 

development, and in enabling professional judgements to be made.  

 

It is noticeable that in the main TTs talk about their expectations of the teacher-department 

relationship in their NQT year rather than their current experience and display a complex 

understanding of this.  Perhaps this is because on school placements they do not feel a part 

of the department team in the same way that a ‘real teacher’ might as their status in the 

school is that of a TT.  Also, in critically reflecting on their experiences during the PGCE 

year, it may be they have formulated their expectations for the NQT year and now having 

completed their PGCE course are looking forwards rather than backwards.   

 

Participants across all three stages in the early career of secondary RE teachers recognise 

that within departments there are often a range of teaching styles and these individual 

differences should be respected as a good thing.  These are seen to work within certain 

parameters, such as ensuring that pupils make progress in whatever teaching strategies are 

adopted, curriculum content is covered and schemes of work implemented.   It is still seen 

as possible to function as a team while differences exist.  These are seen as positive for 

pupils who then experience variety in their learning and for teachers they provide 

opportunities for engaging in critical reflection and potentially transformative dialogue with 

others that supports professional learning and development.  These aspects of ‘critical 

reflection’ and ‘transformation through dialogue’ are recurrent themes in the literature on 

teacher autonomy (Barfield at al, 2001). 
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All TTs, some NQTs and RQTs see critically reflective practice and dialogue as important.  

This involves being critically reflective of your own practice, allowing your teaching to be 

open to critique from others to enable professional learning and development and the ability 

to account for the teaching strategies used in your own classroom.  Here observation by 

colleagues is not seen as intrusive, but is in the interests of professional learning and 

development.  This supports Naylor’s (2011) argument that with autonomy, teachers have 

the responsibility to move into ‘public space’ and to interact with other teachers, share their 

practice and judgements, and engage in critically reflective conversations.  This can help 

them to ‘take control of accountability (pp.67-82).  Also, by moving into ‘public space’, it is 

less likely that a teacher’s practice becomes entrenched and outdated, and that they will only 

draw on a limited range of teaching strategies.     

 

Professional collaboration and working with the rest of the department team is emphasised 

more by NQTs and RQTs than TTs.  There is a real value to collaborative working 

expressed by one NQT and RQT in terms of: the opportunity to share and be exposed to 

new ideas/resources; extending the level of professional support and inspiration; the 

development of greater confidence; improved professional practice.  Furthermore, some 

participants express the need to follow their own personal preferences/philosophies within a 

department as long as they are informed choices.  For example, two RQTs mention 

situations where they have engaged in dialogue and disagreed with others in their 

department about using particular resources but still used them as differences are 

respected.  Professional dialogue was engaged in, but they were allowed to make their own 

decisions about whether to use them or not.   

 

In my research, there is an expectation that TTs will try out a wide range of teaching 

strategies that is shared by TTs, myself as route leader/university subject tutor and most 

mentors/class teachers.  Those who encourage TTs to experiment with a wide range of 

teaching strategies see this time in their training as one of early professional development 
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with the opportunity for critical reflection on practice.  Most mentors adopt the model of 

‘practicum as professional development’ (Hascher et al, 2004) where the mentor is one of 

many who makes an impression on the TT,  feedback is reflected on by the TT and both 

he/she and the mentor are seen as learners who professionally develop through dialogue 

and critical reflection on practice.  This model is part of the ‘reflective practitioner discourse’ 

present in policies and publications from the 1970’s onwards in relation to how to teach and 

train teachers (Moore, 2004).   

 

TTs are in an early phase of a developmental training process and some are capable of 

handling greater pedagogical autonomy than others even at the start of the training year.  

For example, the status and use of the scheme of work at the start of the training year is an 

aspect of this.  A prescriptive use of the scheme of work, accompanied by directive 

mentorship, worked well for one TT, but being used as guidance worked better for another.  

Therefore, my findings suggest that mentors/class teachers need to adopt an approach that 

suits the individual TT at that point in their training, as what works for one may not work for 

another.  This needs to be approached in a co-ordinated manner, so that all teachers 

working with the TT expect the same.  As a result, this will ensure consistency of 

expectations and experience, with professional learning and development as the focus.  This 

supports Hobson et al’s (2009) idea of a ‘readiness for autonomy’ (2009, p.2) and their 

identification of the need for mentors to encourage TTs when they are ready to be 

autonomous.  This assumes the mentors are able to and have the skills to do so.  In my 

findings, a number of factors impact on what levels of autonomy TTs are ready for and 

capable of, such as their levels of confidence, skills and capabilities, individual needs and 

preferences and what stage they are at in their training year.   

 

7.3.2 Multi-faceted Classroom Relationships 

The relationships and interactions that exist in any classroom are complex and multi-faceted 

and the influence of these on pedagogical autonomy is evident in my findings.  Class 
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dynamic (Sub-theme 4.1) is an aspect of this and is understood by participants in terms of a 

number of characteristics such as: how effectively a class work together and bond as a 

group; the relationships formed as a group and the strength of these; the quality of the 

teacher-pupil relationships in a class that impact on how comfortable a teacher feels with a 

class and they with him/her; how confident and comfortable a class are in their relationship 

to particular teaching strategies; the attitude of the class towards the subject content being 

taught and their relationship to it; whether the behaviour of the class is such that it enables 

the use of particular teaching strategies; the age/year group and ability composition of the 

class (Ch.6.1.4.1, 6.2.4.1, 6.3.4.1).  These are factors that can determine what a teacher 

deems as an appropriate teaching strategy to use with a class and can inform his/her choice 

of which to adopt or not.  The majority of participants across all three stages state that with 

certain classes they adopt particular teaching strategies and rule out others because of the 

class dynamic, with specific strategies suiting certain classes.  

 

Positive teacher-pupil relationships are seen as having a number of benefits for pedagogical 

autonomy.  In a class where the teacher-pupil relationship is good, some participants will 

take risks or experiment, and where a class feels confident with a teaching strategy it will be 

adopted.  However, where this is not the case or there are behaviour issues a number of 

responses are made by participants such as:  it may be tried out with a class and the risk 

taken; it may be adapted in some way to suit the class; an alternative strategy may be 

adopted; it may be tried out when the class are ready for it (Ch.6.1.4.1, 6.2.4.1, 6.3.4.1).  

Furthermore, connections are made in my findings between pupil engagement and teacher-

pupil relationships.  Participants’ knowledge and understanding of pupils and their 

relationship with them enables a deeper understanding of what engages or motivates 

individuals and what works with them.  Furthermore, the view is expressed that with 

pedagogical autonomy teacher-pupil relationships are better because the teacher can teach 

in an individual way.  This involves drawing upon teaching strategies they see as appropriate 
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and means they are personally more involved or engaged which positively impacts on pupils 

(Ch.6.1.4.2, 6.2.4.2, 6.3.4.2).  

 

7.3.3 Teacher-Curriculum Framework Relationships 

A relationship between curriculum subject content, skills and teaching strategies is identified 

in the early career of secondary RE teachers (Sub-theme 2.1).  The majority of TTs see 

specific strategies as being more appropriate for the teaching of particular content and 

enabling pupils to gain knowledge and understanding (Ch.6.1.2.1).  Some NQTs and RQTs 

make the latter connection but they also view certain strategies as being more appropriate to 

use in developing particular skills (Ch.6.2.2.1; 6.3.2.1).  Therefore, some strategies are seen 

as working better than others to enable pupils to successfully access and connect with the 

subject content, demonstrate skills and make the expected progress or better.   

 

Three relationships with schemes of work as a framework emerge across the data that allow 

participants varying degrees of pedagogical autonomy (Ch.6.1.2.2, 6.2.2.2, 6.3.2.2).  Some 

experience a prescriptive scheme of work that has to be followed, others a scheme of work 

that exists as guidance and for some there is no scheme of work whatsoever.  Participants 

respond to these experiences in positive and negative ways, depending on their individual 

needs or preferences and sometimes linked to the stage they are at in their early career 

development.  One NQT has a love-hate relationship with the prescriptive scheme of work 

that she has to follow.  On the one hand, she can see advantages (i.e. it is time-saving; it 

removes the need to plan; it reduces workload), but on the other hand she can see 

disadvantages (i.e. it reduces teacher autonomy; they are someone else’s ideas and 

therefore difficult to take ownership of; they do not reflect your own individuality and 

preferred ways of working).  For one TT, using schemes of work prescriptively at the start of 

the training year on his first school placement is a good thing, as he was not ready for any 

greater autonomy at this point and did not understand what good practice was and how to 

make responsible and informed choices.  This led him to increase in confidence as the 



 

161 
 

school placement progressed.  For one TT over-prescriptiveness would have been a 

constraint at the start of his training as he is immediately ready for higher levels of autonomy 

than the above TT, and schemes of work as guidance work for him.  For another TT the lack 

of a scheme of work as guidance is problematic at the start of her first school placement.  

Her preference for a detailed scheme of work as guidance being in place is preferred by the 

majority of participants across all three stages as it is seen to: provide security, enable 

flexibility; allow for individuality, ownership, control and pedagogical autonomy; offers a 

structure that eases workload.  However, one NQT enjoys the autonomy allowed by having 

no scheme of work, but for another NQT it allows too much autonomy, which is a view also 

expressed by an RQT about her NQT year.    

 

Most TTs do not mention KS4 GCSE RS at all and the pressure to prepare pupils for the 

exam that may restrict pedagogical autonomy (Ch.6.1.2.3). This may be because on school 

placements, they only take GCSE classes over if at all for a short time, may share the class 

with their usual class teacher, are only given one or two classes, display limited 

understanding of pupil progress and accountability at this level and have no sense of 

permanent ownership of the class.  Also, some schools may have very few GCSE RS 

groups, especially where it is an option subject at KS4.  Only one TT mentions GCSE RS 

and her creativity being restricted by the teacher of one class due to the need for pupils to 

have the information, but did not find that this was the case with a more able class where the 

teacher felt they could learn effectively in different ways and she had confidence in them  

 

Some NQT’s explicitly mention KS4 GCSE examinations (Ch.6.2.2.3) in relation to pupil 

progress, accountability and performance management as a factor that inhibits pedagogical 

autonomy.  An outcome and accountability driven agenda leads most NQTs to take 

shortcuts, abandoning a range of time consuming teaching strategies in terms of preparation 

and delivery to focus on the less creative as long as the outcome in terms of pupil progress 

and attainment is achieved, perhaps at the expense of pupil engagement.  NQTs at this 
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stage in their early career are: often solely responsible for examination classes for the first 

time; dealing with the pressures of time allocation for GCSE RS in the curriculum that may 

be less than other examination subjects; looking for ways to manage teaching the breadth of 

subject content to be taught in the time available.  The latter may all have an impact on the 

teaching strategies adopted.  The negative implications for teaching strategies when 

teaching examination groups was highlighted by Ofsted (2013, p6) in weaker lessons at KS4 

and Hutchings’ (2015) research finding that teachers were ‘teaching to the test’ (p.46).   

 

RQTs do not specifically raise the issues with KS4 GCSE classes that were raised by NQTs, 

possibly because they have now taught exam classes for at least a year.  Also, they have 

become familiar with the exam specification and assessment procedures, and their pupils 

may have had exam success (Ch.6.3.2.3).  This may suggest professional learning and 

development has occurred, and they are able to find greater pedagogical autonomy in KS4 

GCSE teaching.  Some RQTs acknowledge that even though there is a prescribed 

curriculum, there is autonomy in how this is taught, even moreso if the allocated curriculum 

time for GCSE is equal to other subjects.   

 

In summary, individual pedagogical autonomy is seen as important to participants, but this is 

also relational and does not operate in a vacuum.  This individual pedagogical autonomy 

must operate within parameters and be used responsibly in the interests of pupils.  Some 

NQTs and RQTs identify the significance of critically reflective practice and potentially 

transformative dialogue with others in their department team that is important to individual 

professional learning and development, and in the making of informed professional 

judgements.  For TTs the adoption of the professional development model of mentorship by 

their mentor/class teacher supports the latter. The value of professional collaboration and 

working with others in the department team is also identified by some participants.  

Regarding the multi-faceted and complex classroom relationships that are in operation, 

every class has a unique class dynamic that can inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy and 
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risk-taking or experimentation.  As an aspect of this, positive teacher-pupil relationships are 

seen as having a number of benefits for pedagogical autonomy and class engagement.  

Regarding teacher-curriculum framework relationships, a relationship between subject 

content, skills and teaching strategies is established.  A number of relationships with 

schemes of work are identified that allow varying degrees of pedagogical autonomy, with 

schemes of work as guidance being the preferred option for many of the participants.  The 

teaching of GCSE exam specifications at KS4 is identified as a factor inhibiting pedagogical 

autonomy and risk-taking for some NQTs with connections made to pupil progress, 

accountability and performance management.  In conclusion, the above demonstrates the 

complexity of a range of relationships and their significant impact on inhibiting or enabling 

pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers.   

 

7.4 Conclusions 

By drawing upon the literature and my research findings in the identification and discussion 

of the three skeins of pedagogical autonomy above, I have addressed my key research 

question and sub-questions.  These interrelated skeins present a complex picture of early 

career secondary RE teachers’ understandings and experiences of pedagogical autonomy, 

and the factors that inhibit or enable this.  They provide a rich and valuable insight into the 

perspectives of the participants as individuals and as a group at each key stage in their early 

professional development, enabling similarities and differences to emerge.  Furthermore, 

they support, add to and sometimes challenge the existing literature in this field and thus 

make a distinctive contribution to knowledge.  

 

In reflecting on the three skeins of pedagogical autonomy, my understanding of the 

significance of pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers has 

been developed, and I have gained an insight into how this may change over time.  Also, my 

understanding of the many factors that participants see as inhibiting or enabling pedagogical 

autonomy has been deepened, and there is a stronger awareness of this based on evidence 
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of what factors inhibit or enable it.   My consciousness of the contrast between the TT and 

NQT year has been raised, leading to a greater recognition of the challenges NQTs face and 

reflection on how they might be prepared for this better in the PGCE year and what 

continuing support might be offered.   Furthermore, engaging in this research has supported 

my own professional learning and development in the areas of professionalism, relationships 

and pedagogical autonomy.  Implications arise for myself and others from the identification 

and discussion of the three skeins of pedagogical autonomy in the context of early career 

secondary RE teachers at key stages in their professional development.  These will be 

considered in my final chapter. 
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Chapter 8:  Research Conclusions and Evaluation 

 

In the previous chapter, three interrelated threads or skeins of pedagogical autonomy as a 

phenomenon in the understanding and experience of early career secondary RE teachers at 

key stages in their professional development were identified and analysed.  These were as 

follows: 

 

Skein 1: pedagogical autonomy and professionalism  

 

Skein 2: pedagogical autonomy and the allocation of resources  

 

Skein 3: pedagogical autonomy and relationships 

 

Reflection on each of these three skeins has led me to the establishment of three 

interrelated characteristics of an enabling school/RE department climate for pedagogical 

autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers: 

 

Characteristic 1: An informed and responsible use of pedagogical autonomy as an 

aspect of professionalism (emerging from skein 1 – Ch.7.1). 

 

Characteristic 2: A manageable teacher workload, appropriately allocated subject 

time, and a flexible physical learning environment (emerging from skein 2 – Ch.7.2). 

 

Characteristic 3: Constructive developmental relationships with people and 

frameworks (emerging from skein 3 – Ch.7.3). 

 

Each of these characteristics are now explained in turn.    
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8.1 Characteristics of an Enabling School/RE Department Climate for Pedagogical 

Autonomy 

 

8.1.1 Characteristic 1: An informed and responsible use of pedagogical autonomy as 

an aspect of professionalism 

The first skein of pedagogical autonomy (see Ch.7.1) suggests that it can best be enabled in 

a school/RE department context where professionalism is valued, and pedagogical 

autonomy is seen as a key aspect of this.  My research shows that teachers guard the notion 

of themselves as professionals with intensity and it is central to the way in which they define 

themselves.  Furthermore, teacher autonomy, specifically pedagogical autonomy, is seen by 

them as essential to professionalism.  An environment where teachers are encouraged and 

have the opportunity to experiment with or try out a wide range of teaching strategies, and 

critically reflect on practice, supports a teacher’s professional learning and development.  

However, teacher autonomy is not viewed as an absolute, and pedagogical autonomy is 

characterised as requiring an informed and responsible use in the interests of pupils, and 

thus with it comes accountability.  The process of actualisation involves teachers themselves 

internally recognising that they have been afforded this pedagogical autonomy and finding 

ways in which it can be implemented in their own classroom practice.  They need a 

willingness or confidence to experiment with or use a wide range of teaching strategies, as 

well as a commitment to, and opportunity for professional development in those they are less 

confident in.  A school/RE department climate characterised by pedagogical autonomy as an 

aspect of professionalism has benefits for both teachers and pupils.  

 

8.1.2 Characteristic 2: A manageable teacher workload, appropriately allocated 

subject time, and a flexible physical learning environment 

The second skein of pedagogical autonomy (see Ch.7.2) suggests that it can best be 

enabled when time and space constraints are seriously considered and attended to by those 

who have overall responsibility for managing the school curriculum and resources.  Teacher 
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workload, allocated subject time and the physical learning environment are aspects of these 

time and space constraints and are now considered in turn. 

 

8.1.2.1 Teacher Workload  

Teacher workload not only refers to the number of hours a teacher works, but also whether 

they feel in control of that work.  While on school placements, it is interesting to note that in 

my research the majority of TTs do not identify a lack of planning and preparation time or a 

heavy workload as inhibiting their pedagogical autonomy.  This may in part be due to the fact 

that as a university-school partnership we have responded to the challenges of TT workload 

in a number of ways over the last few years.  For instance, we have: a strong focus on TT 

resilience/well-being throughout the PGCE year; a gradual build up in the percentage of time 

taught by TTs on school placements (that does not exceed 50% of a normal teacher’s 

timetable); streamlined lesson planning and assessment expectations.  We have seriously 

borne the responsibility to ‘establish good habits in TTs that support the progress of their 

pupils but are not overly burdensome’ (DfE, 2018b, p.3).  The aim of this has been to 

empower TTs for the NQT year, encourage a work-life balance and ensure a manageable 

workload.  Hobson and Malderez (2002) found TTs more likely to complete their ITT course 

and remain in teaching when they have this work-life balance and a manageable workload 

(p.10).  Workload is not something we are complacent about and currently we are reviewing 

our provision, drawing upon the advice contained within Addressing Teacher Workload in 

Initial Teacher Education (DfE, 2018b). 

 

For most NQTs and some RQTs in my research, limited planning and preparation time and a 

heavy workload are identified as having negative implications for pedagogical autonomy.  

This is seen to restrict their use of more creative teaching strategies and hinder 

experimentation with new ones which may be very time-consuming to prepare.  This leads to 

teachers taking shortcuts and using teaching strategies that are not always the most 

appropriate way for pupils to access subject content or engage them.  This suggests that 
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teachers having more time allocated to planning and preparation and a reduced workload in 

their early career can encourage the use of a wide range of teaching strategies, greater 

creativity and experimentation.  I consider the current 10% reduction in teaching time during 

the NQT year as too little and would like to see at least a 15% reduction.  Also, I propose in 

the second and third year of teaching that there should continue to be a reduction, perhaps 

10% and 5% consecutively.  This would be less detrimental to pedagogical autonomy, and it 

could enable greater idealism, less shortcut taking, the utilising of a wide range of teaching 

strategies and the embedding of good practice that is necessary for early career teachers.   

 

My proposals above are reflected to a limited extent in the Teacher Recruitment and 

Retention Strategy (DfE, 2019a).  This aims to tackle the recent challenges of recruitment 

and retention and make a career in teaching attractive, sustainable and rewarding.  At the 

centre of it is the introduction of the Early Career Framework (DfE, 2019b) that underpins 

what all early career teachers should be entitled to learn about and learn to do.  This is 

based on expert guidance and what is considered to be the best available research 

evidence.  It has been designed to support early career development in five key areas: 

behaviour management, pedagogy, curriculum, assessment and professional behaviours.  

This framework will be rolled out nationally in September 2021 and early career teachers 

undergoing induction will receive two years of professional development and support 

underpinned by the Early Career Framework (ECF).   

 

There is a commitment in the ECF to: continuing a 10% reduction in teaching in the first year 

of teaching and the introduction of a 5% reduction in the second year.  It is encouraging to 

see this reduction in the second year, but I would like to have seen a reduction in the third 

year and a greater one in the NQT and second year of teaching.  However, there is also a 

commitment in other areas to practices that seek to address workload, such as: establishing 

high-quality ECF training programmes; funding time for mentors to support early career 

teachers; fully funded mentor training;  creating high quality and freely available ECF 
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curricula and training materials to combat early career teachers having to create their own 

teaching materials and lesson plans from scratch; a culture change in schools that it should 

be the responsibility of curriculum leaders, heads of department and other school leaders to 

ensure schemes of work are in place for early career teachers to use.  I am encouraged by 

the latter suggestion, but would hope that the schemes of work would have a guidance 

status and early career teachers would be able to take ownership of these and be involved in 

their development.  An attempt to empower teachers could quite easily disempower them 

and undermine pedagogical autonomy.   

 

There are obviously financial and resource implications to ensuring the above entitlement for 

early career teachers.  A pool of money is to be made available, but without appropriate 

funding and resourcing the promises of the ECF (DfE(b), 2019) could fail to be met and seen 

as over-ambitious. 

 

8.1.2.2 Subject Time 

Pedagogical autonomy and the use of a wide range of teaching strategies is sometimes 

limited by the time allocated to a subject in the curriculum.  This is often true of RE with a 

teacher typically teaching a high number of classes for one period a week, alongside the 

pressure of pupil progress and assessment expectations.  Furthermore, sometimes GCSE 

RS full course for all at KS4 is taught in less time than other subjects, yet there is still the 

expectation that pupils will perform as well as in other subjects that have more curriculum 

time.  If RE had a greater amount of curriculum time in all schools, with the same curriculum 

time as other subjects at GCSE, it could enable teachers to utilise a wider range of teaching 

strategies that are currently too time consuming to deliver, improve pupil engagement, allow 

stronger teacher-pupil relationships to be formed, and raise the status of the subject. 
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8.1.2.3 Physical Learning Environment 

If schools were more creative in their design and use of classrooms, creating teaching and 

learning spaces that are far more flexible rather than fixed, this could support pedagogical 

autonomy and the use of wide range of teaching strategies.  Using furniture that is more 

mobile and less static, so it can easily be moved around, could encourage teachers to adopt 

certain teaching strategies as it would be easy to re-arrange the room.  Also, ensuring that 

classrooms are an appropriate size for the classes being taught in them could enable 

teachers to have greater scope. 

 

8.1.3 Characteristic 3: Constructive developmental relationships with people and 

frameworks 

The third skein of pedagogical autonomy (see Ch.7.3) suggests that pedagogical autonomy 

can best be enabled within a school/RE department context where there are constructive 

developmental relationships with people and frameworks.  These are now dealt with in turn. 

 

8.1.3.1 Constructive Developmental Relationships with People 

Pedagogical autonomy is best enabled in a team characterised by two aspects: 

 

1. Teachers work in a team who have a clear commitment and openness to using a wide 

range of teaching strategies and are encouraged to do so by those who lead.  Here 

pedagogical autonomy and individual difference in style, characterised in an informed 

choice, adoption and use of teaching strategies is seen as a good thing for teachers and 

pupils.  There is a clear sense of the individual and the team with teachers feeling supported 

in drawing upon a wide range of teaching strategies, but recognising a responsibility to the 

team, as well as an accountability for ensuring pupil progress and the coverage of curriculum 

content. 
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2. Teachers are open to professional development as part of a team and are willing to be 

exposed to who they are as a teacher.  This is characterised by a department where: 

 

i) critically reflective practice and dialogue is engaged in and is seen as important to 

professional judgement, development and transformation; 

ii) experimentation with and critical reflection on new and innovative teaching strategies in 

the team is commonplace; 

iii) opportunities for sharing practice or expertise, critical reflection on practice and healthy 

debate are created; 

iv) developmental observation of and feedback to colleagues occurs;  

v) department and school professional development sessions are used effectively to focus 

on a wide range of teaching strategies; 

vi) schemes of work as guidance that contain a wide range of teaching strategies are drawn 

up by the team and used; 

vii) there is joint planning in the department that minimises workload and uses time 

effectively. 

 

The above is an ideal context for TTs, with mentors who model and encourage its aspects 

using a professional development model of mentorship and a readiness for autonomy.   

 

Furthermore, teacher-pupil relationships are significant and teachers committed to investing 

in them can reap the benefits, as well as pupils.  However, as noted above, these can be 

difficult to establish in the case of RE, when an RE teacher might only see a pupil once a 

week.  Good teacher-pupil relationships can lead to teachers gaining an understanding of 

what motivates or engages their pupils, enabling them to select and use teaching strategies 

that benefit the teaching and learning of individuals and groups, as well as supporting pupil 

progress. 
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8.1.3.2 Constructive Developmental Relationships with Frameworks 

Regarding relationships with frameworks, schemes of work as guidance are preferred by the 

majority of participants in my research.  When operating as guidance they can support 

pedagogical autonomy and provide a number of benefits:  

 

Firstly, they can provide a starting point for planning and enable a teacher to know what 

good teaching looks like which is particularly important for TTs.    

 

Secondly, they can help with time-management, workload and organisational issues, as 

planning and preparation time can be reduced by these being in place.  Also, there is less 

pressure to then plan and resource lessons from scratch which some early career teachers 

may see as an expectation.  

 

Thirdly, they can provide security, as a teacher may feel uncertain about how best to deliver 

subject content.   

 

Fourthly, flexibility, individuality and ownership can be enabled, as a teacher is able to adapt 

the schemes of work if they so wish.  Also, the teachers in a department who are initially 

involved in the construction of the schemes of work have ownership of them.  In this joint 

venture of construction they are able to work together as a team and learn from others, as 

well as build a wide range of teaching strategies into the schemes of work. 

  

Fifthly, they can include a wide range of suggested appropriate teaching strategies that a 

teacher can select from but still with the option available to use others.  A consequence of 

this is that pupils can experience a wide and varied diet of teaching strategies being used in 

their lessons that support creative and effective teaching and learning.   
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Sixthly, in viewing the schemes of work as working documents that evolve and develop out 

of critical reflection on practice, it means that they can be changed and there is flexibility.  

Department meetings amongst other things can be used to reflect on and review the 

schemes of work, to assess their success or otherwise and as an opportunity to share good 

practice.   

 

I recognise that even schemes of work as guidance can potentially become a safety 

mechanism and in effect reduce pedagogical autonomy as a teacher might not move outside 

of them.  However, where teachers have a motivational disposition towards professional 

development and a department ethos that encourages individuality, professional 

development and a reflective practitioner approach to working, this is less likely to occur.   

   

8.2 Relevance of My Research 

Above, I considered the relevance and implications of the three characteristics of an 

enabling climate for pedagogical autonomy in a school/RE department context.  I now 

consider the relevance of my research in relation to: PGCE RE route leaders/subject tutors 

in universities; methodology; other subject disciplines beyond the RE context; policy-makers 

involved in the recruitment and retention of teachers; academics/researchers who are 

interested in pedagogy (in its simple sense), autonomy and the professional development of 

early career secondary teachers. 

 

My research has professional relevance in my role as the route leader of a PGCE RE 

course.  In working with TTs and mentors in placement schools there are a number of 

implications of this research for me.  Firstly, given that pedagogical autonomy is viewed as 

important to the participants, an aspect of professionalism and beneficial, it is essential that I 

continue to work with all mentors to encourage them to ensure the opportunities for TTs to 

experience pedagogical autonomy and utilise a wide range of teaching strategies are 

provided on school placements.  Secondly, ensuring the maintenance of a manageable TT 
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workload during school placements and considering whether further action could to be taken 

during the course to prepare TTs better for the increased workload in the NQT year and the 

challenges they will face.  Thirdly, the need to further encourage and support all mentors to 

adopt: a) a personalised approach to mentorship that recognises all TTs progress at different 

rates and take on increasing levels of pedagogical autonomy, and b) a professional 

development model of mentorship, whereby they utilise the cycle of trial, error and critical 

reflection on practice as a means to TT professional development.  These implications may 

have resonance with those in the PGCE RE route leader role in other universities, as well as 

subject tutors. 

 

In adopting a phenomenological methodology my aim was to produce a rich and thick 

description of the phenomenon of pedagogical autonomy and not to discover findings that 

might then be generalised.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) comment on the 

relationship between generalisability and qualitative research, stating that ‘much qualitative 

research strives to embrace the uniqueness, the individual idiographic features, of the 

phenomenon and/or participants, rendering generalisation irrelevant’, but ‘this need not 

preclude attention to generalisation where it might be applicable in qualitative research.’ 

(p.242)  Schofield (2002) sees attention being given to redefining the concept of 

generalisation in a way that is meaningful to qualitative researchers and it may be helpful to 

apply her approach to my findings.  She sees an agreement emerging that generalisation ‘is 

best thought of as a matter of the ‘fit’ between the situation studied and others to which one 

might be interested in applying the concepts and conclusions of that study.  This 

conceptualisation makes thick descriptions crucial, since without them one does not have 

the information necessary for an informed judgement about the issue of ‘fit’. (p.225)  Her 

articulation of the concept of generalisability is helpful here as others are able to read my 

research with its ‘thick descriptions’ in terms of context, findings, analysis and conclusions 

and may then be able to make an ‘informed judgement’ of whether there is a ‘fit’ and 

applicability to their context.  
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The factors affecting the pedagogical autonomy of early career RE teachers may vary in 

different classrooms, departments and schools.  However, my findings suggest much 

similarity across the schools in the sample.  Through the three skeins of pedagogical 

autonomy, my research gives a rich insight into early career secondary RE teachers’ 

understandings and experiences of it and the factors affecting this at the current time.  Some 

of my findings that emerge are supported by literature and research both within and beyond 

an RE context (see Ch.7).  This suggests that my research is applicable in a wider RE 

context and might extend beyond the confines of this subject to those who find themselves in 

a similar position within the curriculum.  Much of what is identified, such as the skeins of 

pedagogical autonomy and enabling climate for pedagogical autonomy arising from these 

can be relevant to early career teachers in other subject disciplines.  Specifically those 

subjects that find themselves in a similar position to RE with limited curriculum time, 

particularly at Key Stage 3, such as is often the case for Geography and History in a 

secondary school.   The similarities and differences between Geography, History and RE 

regarding pedagogical autonomy would be an interesting field of study.  Having spoken to 

colleagues in these subject areas about the findings of my research, much of what I say 

resonates with them although in a different subject context.   

 

My research has relevance for policy-makers involved in the recruitment and retention of 

teachers.  It suggests that limiting the factors that inhibit pedagogical autonomy in the early 

career of secondary RE teachers and creating an enabling climate for it in a school/RE 

department can have a potent effect, as pedagogical autonomy is valued by teachers.  It can 

raise the self-esteem of early career teachers, encourage individuality and creativity, 

demonstrate confidence and trust in them as professionals, lead to an enhancement in their 

professional achievements, support their professional judgement, learning and development 

and result in sustained enthusiasm, well-being and resilience.  In doing so, it can have 

implications for retaining quality early career RE teachers in the profession and for 

recruitment in making teaching more attractive as a profession in the first place.  The three 
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characteristics of an enabling climate for pedagogical autonomy can impact positively on the 

recruitment and retention of teachers.  For example: 

Characteristic 1: An informed and responsible use of pedagogical autonomy as an 

aspect of professionalism - The DfE (2018d) research report Factors affecting 

teacher retention established a relationship between teacher retention and autonomy 

and found that ‘professional recognition and greater autonomy … would have gone 

some way’ (p.7) to former teachers being more likely to remain in the profession. 

Characteristic 2: A manageable teacher workload, appropriately allocated subject 

time and a flexible physical learning environment - ‘Excessive workload’ has been 

identified as ‘the most commonly cited driver for teachers leaving the profession’ 

(DfE, 2018a, p.3) and it is likely to be a disincentive for potential recruits to even join.  

The DfE (2018d) research report Factors affecting teacher retention found that many 

former ‘teachers reported that workload levels negatively impacted on their ability to 

maintain an appropriate work-life balance, stress levels and general well-being, and 

that this was the main contributing factor in deciding to leave the profession.’ (p.21)   

Characteristic 3: Constructive developmental relationships with people and 

frameworks - The DfE (2018d) research report Factors affecting teacher retention 

found that former teachers are more likely to remain in teaching when there are 

‘supportive colleagues’ and a ‘senior leadership team’ who encourage ‘collaboration 

between teachers’ (p.19).   

However, I recognise that the above characteristics of an enabling climate are not the only 

factors that may impact on the recruitment and retention of teachers and the reasons for 

entering, remaining in or leaving the profession are varied and complex.  Nevertheless, it is 

my view that these are still significant in terms of early career professional development and 

if addressed can have some impact on the current teacher recruitment and retention crisis in 

England.     
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Having made an original contribution to knowledge in the fields of pedagogy (in its simple 

sense), teacher autonomy (specifically pedagogical autonomy) and the development of early 

career secondary teachers (see Ch.8.3), my findings may be of interest and helpful to 

academics/researchers in these areas within an RE context and beyond.  Furthermore, there 

are potential opportunities to present my research within my own institution at a range of 

annual research conferences and to students across a range of courses that we offer.  

Potential opportunities beyond my own institution include contributing to the British Journal 

of Religious Education (BJRE), the international journal Religious Education and presenting 

a paper at the Association of University Lecturers in Religion and Education (AULRE) annual 

conference.   

 

8.3 An Original Contribution to Knowledge 

In my research I aimed to: 

1. investigate the factors that affect early career secondary RE teachers’ pedagogical 

autonomy at key stages in their professional development; 

2. discover the understandings of pedagogical autonomy held by early career secondary RE 

teachers at key stages in their professional development; 

3. explore the experiences of pedagogical autonomy for early career secondary RE teachers 

at key stages in their professional development; 

4. make a contribution to the fields of knowledge in autonomy and pedagogy and make 

connections between them in the context of early career secondary RE teachers at key 

stages in their professional development. 

 

All of these aims have been successfully addressed due to being rigorous in my analysis 

throughout, accompanied by a focussed and reflexive approach that bore these aims in mind 

at all stages of my research.  The first three aims are closely related to my key research 
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question and two sub-questions and these have been addressed through my research 

findings and the identification of three skeins of pedagogical autonomy.  The fourth aim has 

been realised through a sharp and consistent focus on pedagogical autonomy throughout 

the research and using this as a lens through which to view the research data.   

 

An original contribution to knowledge has been made in the fields of autonomy and 

pedagogy (in its simple sense), through pedagogical autonomy in a number of ways.  I have: 

 

1.  contributed to existing research that addresses the real lives of secondary RE teachers 

(Dadley and Edwards, 2007; Everington, 2011, Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, 

2019, 2014; Stern, 2009) by researching early career secondary RE teachers’ understanding 

and experiences of pedagogical autonomy and the factors affecting this; 

  

2. focussed on the understanding and experience of early career secondary RE teachers 

and integrated the distinct areas of pedagogy (in its simple sense) and autonomy through 

the concept of pedagogical autonomy, making connections between them in a way not found 

in the literature reviewed;   

 

3.  presented a rich and complex picture of early career secondary RE teachers’ 

understandings and experiences of pedagogical autonomy and the factors that inhibit or 

enable this by identifying and elaborating on three interrelated skeins of pedagogical 

autonomy; 

 

4. established three interrelated characteristics of a school/RE department climate for 

enabling pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers that have 

implications for a number of parties. 
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8.4 Further Research 

Arising out of my current research, future possibilities in terms of research that still focuses 

on pedagogy in its simple sense and autonomy are viable and beneficial such as: 

 

1. A longitudinal study of pedagogical autonomy for the same group of RE teachers in their 

training year through to the end of their second year of teaching to enable an insight into 

their emerging professional lives and ongoing experience using a narrative life history 

approach as the research method. 

 

2. A comparative study of pedagogical autonomy in the RE departments of two schools, 

such as a state and an independent school, considering the characteristics/nature and 

extent of the enabling climates for pedagogical autonomy found there and identifying 

significant similarities and differences within these contexts using interviews as the research 

method.  

 

My journey with RE pedagogy in its simple sense is not at an end.  My interest in this area 

has been spurred on by the current thesis and the possibilities of further research. 

 

8.5 Reflexive Comment 

I am pleased to be at this point in the Professional Doctorate in Education (EdD) learning 

journey.  The journey itself has been a long one with times of high engagement and insight, 

but also frustration and wondering what direction to take next and whether the destination 

will ever be reached.  At the start, I thought that I knew where I was going and had my EdD 

journey planned out, as a colleague had advised me that the best way to cope was to be 

pragmatic and know your direction of travel from the start.  However, this proved to not work 

out for me.  Initially my intention had been to focus on experiential RE throughout, but I built 

upon what had emerged from each assignment, abandoning experiential RE after the 

second assignment and ‘pedagogy’, in its simple sense of teaching strategies became the 
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common thread.  I have surprised myself in that on the whole I have remained positive, 

diligent, determined and resilient throughout, even with the challenges I have faced.  

Through this process I have honed my academic and research skills.  A range of skills have 

been demanded of me and I have risen to the challenge of these, such as organisation, 

time-management, flexibility, prioritisation, data collection, transcription and analysis 

amongst others.  Time has been a key factor in completing my doctorate, as I have a 

challenging full-time job and that is why I chose the part-time study route.   

 

My confidence in working at doctorate level has increased as I have progressed with my own 

voice emerging far more and a greater assertiveness about what I am doing and why.  I 

have developed my skills of critical thinking and greatly enjoyed the deeper engagement with 

ideas.  As an RE specialist, an engagement with epistemology, ontology and research ethics 

has been particularly interesting, as has my focus on pedagogical autonomy.  The 

importance of ‘thinking time’ has emerged for me over the last few years, whether that 

means sitting at my computer, walking along the beach or sitting in a coffee shop - insight 

can occur anywhere!  At times the EdD has dominated my thinking for good or bad.  

Furthermore, ‘critical friends’ have been important for testing out my ideas and being 

challenged to justify my thinking at all stages of the research.   

 

Having now worked at a higher academic level than many of my students, it has increased 

my confidence in Master’s level teaching and my ability to push students further.  I draw 

upon my research with my current PGCE RE TTs and in mixed subject follow-up groups in 

Education and Professional Studies with TTs from all secondary PGCE subject routes.  My 

PGCE RE TTs have expressed an interest in my research, and I feel I am role modelling the 

importance of research in the subject to them and its importance for practice.  Also, it 

expresses my commitment to being a lifelong learner, which is something I encourage in 

them and want them to engender in their pupils. 
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It has been interesting being a student again when my professional role is to work with 

students as I have faced much of what they face, such as assignment deadlines, assignment 

feedback, balancing work and study.  I suppose this has made me more empathic towards 

them.  Meeting my ex-TTs when conducting my research was a joy and I was delighted that 

many commented on how beneficial the opportunity to talk about and reflect on practice had 

been.  Working at a university where I am also a student is an interesting process as my 

colleagues teach and supervise on the EdD programme.   It has been difficult sometimes 

shifting between the different relationships required when interacting with them as they see 

me as a colleague, but also a student depending on the situation and there is a relationship 

switch for them and me.   Also, my colleagues are assessing my written work and giving 

feedback which brings an air of vulnerability, but to be fair on them they have been critical 

friends, professional and constructive. 

 

I am delighted at having produced a rich contextual account of the phenomenon of 

pedagogical autonomy.  Three interrelated skeins of pedagogical autonomy have been 

identified that present a complex picture of early career secondary RE teachers’ 

understandings and experiences of it and the factors that inhibit or enable this at key stages 

in their professional development.  Reflecting upon the three skeins of pedagogical 

autonomy, I was able to establish three characteristics of an enabling school/RE department 

climate for pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers.  My 

understanding of pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE teachers has 

deepened significantly as a result of conducting my research and this has strengthened my 

conviction in its importance.  I have set out implications of my research for myself that will 

enable me to develop my practice further and also offered implications for others too.  My 

choice of in-depth semi-structured interviews as a research method has been confirmed 

through the identification of the three skeins and an opening up of the life-world of the 

participants that would not have been enabled to the same extent by a method such as 

questionnaires.  My research has shown me the value of the participant voice, with 
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knowledge and social reality being personal, subjective and unique to individuals who 

construct their own meaning.  Therefore, conducting my research has reinforced my 

epistemological and ontological positioning, and I still align myself ontologically with 

nominalism and epistemologically with constructivism.  Furthermore, I have consistently and 

successfully maintained a phenomenological methodology throughout and remained true to 

the nominalist and constructivist positions adopted.   

 

Finally, in thinking back to life before the EdD, the incentive for me to embark on the doctoral 

programme was firstly, its focus on educational practice and an opportunity for me to engage 

deeply with aspects of my own practice.  Secondly, its structured approach to learning and 

the shift from one assignment to the next appealed to me and progressing through it with the 

support of a small but talented cohort of students.  Thirdly, it would allow me to fulfil my 

aspiration to contribute to research in the field of Religious Education.  Fourthly, it would 

provide the challenge of studying at doctoral level and to develop as a researcher and 

academic in higher education.  The choice of the EdD was definitely the right one for me and 

has enabled me to reach this stage because of the way it is organised and structured.  I 

would recommend it to my colleagues as it has been a challenging and rewarding journey. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1a: Participant Information Sheet: Trainee Teacher 

 

Research Question 

Pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers.  

 

You are invited to take part in a research project that is exploring pedagogical autonomy in 

the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers.  The researcher is investigating: 

 teacher understandings of pedagogical autonomy 

 teacher experiences of pedagogical autonomy  

 factors affecting teachers’ pedagogical autonomy 

at key stages in their professional development.  

 

The research will be conducted by Tom Newlands, an EdD student from the School of 

Education at the [name of university] and will be supervised by [name of first supervisor and 

title] and [name of second supervisor and title] at the [name of university]. 

 

Your involvement in the research will involve an initial interview for up to an hour about your 

experiences of pedagogical autonomy as an RE teacher and it is hoped that you will find this 

a time for valuable reflection on your professional practice.  It would be appreciated if you 

would agree to this interview being digitally recorded.  One hour will need to be set aside for 

this process in a private and quiet location where we will not be interrupted.  We will meet at 

the university at a time agreed by you and in a quiet room I have chosen if this is convenient 

for you.  It would be very helpful if you could bring a recent lesson plan or plans with you to 

the interview that demonstrate your use of 2/3 RE pedagogies (teaching strategies) or have 

some in mind that will be the initial focus of our discussion. 

 

The research has been reviewed and ethically approved through ethics and governance 

processes and as part of this your attention is drawn to the following: 



 

198 
 

 Participant and school identities will only be known by the researcher and steps will 

be taken to honour the anonymity of participants and schools through the use of 

pseudonyms and letters in any publication.  

 Interviews will be digitally recorded and the data transferred to a computer that will be 

password protected. 

 Transcripts of interviews will be offered to participants on request. 

 Any data collected will be used only for the research purposes agreed, conforming 

with the Data Protection Act (1998).  All data will be destroyed within five years of the 

project being completed. 

 The data collected will be for the purposes of academic research, the results of which 

might be published at some future date.  Following completion members of the [name 

of university, its students, staff and you will have access to the completed study.    

 Participation in this research is entirely voluntary.  You are not obliged to participate 

and you can withdraw at any time, even after the interview.   

 In the unlikely event that you disclose anything of an illegal nature in the interview, 

the appropriate authorities will have to be informed.   

 This interview will not be used to assess your progress on any academic course at 

the [name of university] or impact on your overall result.  

  A Participant Consent Form has been e-mailed to you and a copy will be signed at 

the start of the interview.  

 

Should you wish to contact my supervisors or me, with further questions at any point - our 

details are as follows: 

Tom Newlands: EdD student at the [name of university] (Researcher) 

E-mail: [e-mail address]  

Telephone: [telephone number] 

[Name and title of first supervisor] (Supervisor) 

E-mail: [e-mail address]  

Telephone: [telephone number] 

[Name and title of second supervisor] (Supervisor) 

E-mail: [e-mail address]  



 

199 
 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

 

Should you wish to raise any concerns or wish to report any misconduct please contact the 

supervisors above or an independent contact: 

[Name and title of independent contact] 

E-mail: [e-mail address]  

Telephone: [telephone number] 

 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read the above information.  Should you be interested in 

taking part please contact me by_________________________  

 

Please note that an expression of interest and agreement to participate will not necessarily 

mean involvement as a participant in the research as a sample will be selected from those 

who have kindly offered, that represents a range of participants. 

 

Tom Newlands 
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Appendix 1b: Participant Information Sheet: NQT/RQT 

 

Research Question 

Pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers.  

 

You are invited to take part in a research project that is exploring pedagogical autonomy in 

the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers.  The researcher is investigating: 

 teacher understandings of pedagogical autonomy 

 teacher experiences of pedagogical autonomy  

 factors affecting teachers’ pedagogical autonomy 

at key stages in their professional development.  

 

The research will be conducted by Tom Newlands, an EdD student from the School of 

Education at the [name of university] and will be supervised by [name of first supervisor and 

title] at the [name of university] and [name of second supervisor and title] at the [name of 

university]. 

 

Your involvement in the research will involve an initial interview for up to an hour about your 

experiences of autonomy as an RE teacher and it is hoped that you will find this a time for 

valuable reflection on your professional practice.  It would be appreciated if you would agree 

to this interview being digitally recorded.  One hour will need to be set aside for this process 

in a private and quiet location where we will not be interrupted.  I am happy for us to meet at 

your school at a time agreed by you and in a quiet room you have chosen or here at the 

university should you so wish.  It would be very helpful if you could bring a recent lesson 

plan or plans with you to the interview that demonstrate your use of 2/3 RE pedagogies 

(teaching startegies) or have some in mind that will be the initial focus of our discussion. 

 

The research has been reviewed and ethically approved through ethics and governance 

processes and as part of this your attention is drawn to the following: 
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 Participant and school identities will only be known by the researcher and steps will 

be taken to honour the anonymity of participants and schools through the use of 

pseudonyms and letters in any publication.  

 Interviews will be digitally recorded and the data transferred to a computer that will be 

password protected. 

 Transcripts of interviews will be offered to participants on request. 

 Any data collected will be used only for the research purposes agreed, conforming 

with the Data Protection Act (1998).  All data will be destroyed within five years of the 

project being completed. 

 The data collected will be for the purposes of academic research, the results of which 

might be published at some future date.  Following completion members of the [name 

of university], its students, staff and you will have access to the completed study.    

 Participation in this research is entirely voluntary.  You are not obliged to participate 

and you can withdraw at any time, even after the interview.   

 In the unlikely event that you disclose anything of an illegal nature in the interview, 

the appropriate authorities will have to be informed.   

 This interview will not be used to assess your progress on any academic course at 

the [name of university] or impact on your overall result.  

  A Participant Consent Form has been e-mailed to you and a copy will be signed at 

the start of the interview.  

 

It is important that you discuss your involvement in the research with your head-teacher prior 

to informing me of your agreement to take part.   I have e-mailed you a copy of the Head-

teacher Information Sheet that you can show him/her when having this discussion.  If you 

agree to participate, as a matter of courtesy, I will e-mail your head-teacher informing 

him/her that you have agreed to take part in the research and invite comments if they wish.   

I will also e-mail him/her an electronic copy of the Head-teacher Information Sheet.  Please 

let me have his/her name and e-mail address if you are willing to take part. 

 

Should you wish to contact my supervisors or me with further questions at any point - our 

details are as follows: 

Tom Newlands: EdD student at the [name of university] (Researcher) 

E-mail: [e-mail address] 
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Telephone: [telephone number] 

[Name of first supervisor and title] (Supervisor) 

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

[Name of second supervisor and title] (Supervisor) 

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

 

Should you wish to raise any concerns or wish to report any misconduct please contact the 

supervisors above or an independent contact: 

[Name of independent contact and title]  

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read the above information.  Should you be interested in 

taking part please contact me by_________________________  

 

Please note that an expression of interest and agreement to participate will not necessarily 

mean involvement as a participant in the research as a sample will be selected from those 

who have kindly offered, that represents a range of participants. 

 

Tom Newlands 
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Appendix 2a: Participant Consent Form: Trainee Teacher 

Pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers. 

 I agree to take part in this research which is to explore the factors affecting early 

career secondary Religious Education teachers’ subject-specific pedagogical 

decision-making at key stages in their professional development. 

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose, principles and 

procedures of the study and the possible risks involved. 

 I have read the information sheet and I understand the principles, procedures and 

possible risks involved. 

 I am aware that I will be required to answer questions in an interview with the 

researcher. 

 I have read and understand the Participant Information Sheet.  

 I understand how the data will be collected and that any confidential information will 

normally be seen only by the researcher and will not be revealed to anyone else, 

 I understand that anonymity will be preserved through the use of pseudonyms and 

letters. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from this investigation at any time (including 

during the interview) without giving a reason and without incurring consequences 

from doing so. 

 I agree that should I withdraw from the study, the data collected up to that point, may 

be used by the researcher for the purposes detailed in the information sheet. 

 I agree to the interview being digitally-recorded. 

 I understand that any recordings and transcriptions will be kept securely for a period 

of 5 years from the completion of the project before being destroyed.  

 I understand that should anything of an illegal nature be disclosed, that the 

researcher will inform the relevant authorities. 

 I understand that this interview is not part of any assessment process. 

 

Name (please print)  ____________________________ 

Signed            ______________________________  

Date            _____________________________ 
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Appendix 2b: Participant Consent Form: NQT/RQT 

Pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers.  

 I agree to take part in this research which is to explore the factors affecting early 

career secondary Religious Education teachers’ subject-specific pedagogical 

decision-making at key stages in their professional development. 

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose, principles and 

procedures of the study and the possible risks involved. 

 I have read the information sheet and I understand the principles, procedures and 

possible risks involved. 

 I am aware that I will be required to answer questions in an interview with the 

researcher. 

 I have read and understand the Participant Information Sheet.  

 I understand how the data will be collected and that any confidential information will 

normally be seen only by the researcher and will not be revealed to anyone else, 

 I understand that anonymity will be preserved through the use of pseudonyms and 

letters. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from this investigation at any time (including 

during the interview) without giving a reason and without incurring consequences 

from doing so. 

 I agree that should I withdraw from the study, the data collected up to that point, may 

be used by the researcher for the purposes detailed in the information sheet. 

 I agree to the interview being digitally-recorded. 

 I understand that any recordings and transcriptions will be kept securely for a period 

of 5 years from the completion of the project before being destroyed.  

 I understand that should anything of an illegal nature be disclosed, that the 

researcher will inform the relevant authorities. 

 I understand that this interview is not part of any assessment process. 

 I understand that my head-teacher has been informed that I am participating in this 

research as a matter of courtesy.  

 

Name (please print)  ______________________________ 

Signed            ______________________________  

Date            _____________________________ 

  



 

205 
 

Appendix 3: Head-teacher Information Sheet 

Pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious Education teachers. 

 

_____________ has been invited and agreed to take part in a research project that is 

exploring pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary Religious Education 

teachers.   

 

The research will be conducted by Tom Newlands, an EdD student from the School of 

Education at the [name of university] and will be supervised by [name and title of first 

supervisor] at the [name of university] and [name and title of second supervisor] at the [name 

of university].  The research has been reviewed and ethically approved through the 

University Research Ethics and Governance processes. 

 

Participant and school identities will only be known by the researcher and steps will be taken 

to honour the anonymity of participants and schools through the use of pseudonyms and 

letters in any publication.  The data collected will be for the purposes of academic research, 

the results of which might be published at some future date.  Following completion members 

of the [name of university], its students, staff and you will have access to the completed 

study.    

 

Should you wish to contact me or my supervisors with further questions or to comment - our 

details are as follows: 

Tom Newlands: EdD student at the [name of university] (Researcher) 

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

[Name of first supervisor and title] (Supervisor) 

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 
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[Name of second supervisor and title] (Supervisor) 

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

 

An independent contact is as follows: 

[Name of independent contact and title]  

E-mail: [e-mail address] 

Telephone: [telephone number] 

 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 

Thank you for taking the time to read the above information.   

Tom Newlands 
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Appendix 4: Interview Questions: Trainee Teacher 

Key Research Question 

 

What factors inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE 

teachers? 

 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews: Teachers at the start of their NQT year 

 

Interview Questions 

‘the opening development of the interview’ 

Share the ‘rules of the game’ as detailed in the Participant Information Sheet regarding 

purpose; nature; conduct; use of data; ethics; right to withdrawal and duration etc.  Signing 

Participant Consent Form. 

 

‘the central core’ 

Question 1: Can you tell me about the pedagogies in your lesson(s) and your reasons for 

choosing them? 

Question 2: Can you tell me what your expectations were regarding making subject specific 

pedagogical decisions prior to school placements? 

Question 3: Can you tell me whether you chose to draw upon and use certain pedagogies 

more than others on your placements and why? 

Question 4: Can you tell me whether you chose not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies on your placements and why? 

Question 5: Can you tell me whether you felt free or not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies on your placements and why? 

Question 6: Can you tell me what other factors if any affected your decision to draw upon 

particular pedagogies or not on your placements? 

Question 7: Can you tell me what and/or who has shaped your view and use of pedagogies 

on your placements? 

Question 8: Can you tell me whether your experiences of pedagogies were similar or 

different across the two placements and why? 

Question 9: Can you tell me what your expectations are regarding being able to make 

subject specific pedagogical decisions in your NQT year in your classroom? 

Question 10: Can you tell me whether you think teachers should be able to make subject 

specific pedagogical decisions in their own classroom and why? 
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Question 11: Can you tell me what you understand by ‘teacher autonomy’ in pedagogical 

decision-making within the classroom?  

Question 12: Can you tell me how important you think it is for you as a teacher to have 

autonomy in pedagogical decision making within your classroom and why? 

Question 13: Can you tell me to what extent you think you had autonomy in pedagogical 

decision-making in your classroom while on placement? 

Question 14: Can you tell me where you see yourself going with pedagogy in your NQT 

year, what your expectations are and why? 

‘bringing the interview to a close, both socially and in terms of content’ 

 

Question 15: Is there anything else that you would like to add?  
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Appendix 5: Interview Questions: NQT/RQT 

Key Research Question 

 

What factors inhibit or enable pedagogical autonomy in the early career of secondary RE 

teachers? 

 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews: Teachers at the end of their NQT year and RQTs 

Interview Questions 

 

‘the opening development of the interview’ 

Share the ‘rules of the game’ as detailed in the Participant Information Sheet regarding 

purpose; nature; conduct; use of data; ethics; right to withdrawal and duration etc.  Signing 

Participant Consent Form. 

 

‘the central core’ 

Question 1: Can you tell me about the pedagogies in your lesson(s) and your reasons for 

choosing them? 

Question 2: Can you tell me whether you choose to draw upon and use certain pedagogies 

more than others in your lessons and why? 

Question 3: Can you tell me whether you choose not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies in your lessons and why? 

Question 4: Can you tell me what other factors if any affect your decision to draw upon 

particular pedagogies or not in your lessons and how? 

Question 5: Can you tell me what and/or who has shaped your view and use of pedagogies 

in your lessons? 

Question 6: Can you tell me whether you feel free or not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies in your lessons and why and whether this has changed over time? 

Question 7: Can you tell me what your expectations were regarding making subject specific 

pedagogical decisions at the start of your NQT year and whether these have changed over 

time? 

Question 8: Can you tell me whether you think teachers should be able to make subject 

specific pedagogical decisions in their own classroom? 

Question 9: Can you tell me what you understand by ‘teacher autonomy’ in pedagogical 

decision-making within the classroom?  
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Question 10: Can you tell me how important you think it is for you as a teacher to have 

autonomy in pedagogic decision making within your classroom and why? 

Question 11: Can you tell me to what extent you think you have autonomy in pedagogical 

decision-making in your classroom? 

Question 12: Can you tell me where you see yourself going with pedagogy in the future and 

why? 

‘bringing the interview to a close, both socially and in terms of content’ 

Question 13: Is there anything else that you would like to add?  
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Appendix 6a: An Example of a Trainee Teacher Transcript - Mike  

Participant Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-
educational 

Age Range Setting 

Mike (TT) Male Community 
School 
 
Community 
School  

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-16 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 

 

Interviewer: Can you tell me about 2 pedagogies that you have used in your lessons and 

your reasons for choosing them? 

Mike: I had a really good opportunity to use an experiential activity on my second placement.  

I thought because how I’d been told by my mentor about how your training year is a really 

good opportunity to be able to use these kind of activities, because if you fail and it goes 

wrong you can reflect and move on and there’s no kind of stigma attached to that.  So I did 

an activity about the crucifixion to understand why it happened and the meaning behind it, a 

very complex idea.  So I got, put two bits of string on the floor and got one group of students, 

only four or five students and put the two bits of string not far from each other and asked one 

group to get from one side to the other, they stepped across really easily.  Then I moved the 

two pieces of string further apart and asked them to do it again, they had to jump to get 

there.  Then I moved them even further apart, it became impossible for them to jump over.  

They had to work as a group and a class as well, which was great.  It also involved the 

whole of the class, so it was not just the rest of the class passively observing.  Yes one 

person had to stand in the middle and they had to sacrifice themselves for the rest of the 

group.  It was trying to get kids to understand the fact that this was a sacrifice, but also that 

gap represents the gap that had been created between God and humanity since the Fall, the 

fact that Jesus was trying to reconnect God  and humanity and yes, without going into the 

more deeper exploration of how that was reconnected.  It really got kids to understand that 

really quite abstract content that they might not actually have any understanding or 

connection to if they weren’t religious.  It was really interesting to do that.   

Interviewer: Can you tell me more about why you chose the experiential approach and how 

confident you feel with it? 

Mike: The value of experiential activities often is to communicate quite abstract concepts in 

a way kids understand.  It’s a pedagogy that a lot of teachers what I’ve been told in future 

years don’t really have a chance to use as they don’t have time for the planning, they don’t 

necessarily feel they can do that confidently yet, but I think PGCE students, they have all the 
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new ideas, they’ve got the time, they’ve got the space and they’ve got the get out clause as 

well. 

I really liked it as a pedagogy.  I think it’s the kind of thing I don’t think I would use it every 

lesson, it did take some planning and some thinking about, but I did feel confident with it and 

it was with a class I was really comfortable with, so they loved it, let it roll.  Though I’m not 

sure I’d try it with all classes.  My pedagogies might change slightly depending on the group I 

might be teaching. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me more about your last point?     

Mike: Well, I think the dynamic of the class certainly affects the pedagogy I choose.   I think 

in terms of how they work as a group, also their level, the level they are working at currently, 

specific year group it might work more effectively for.  Certainly I think there are certain 

pedagogies such as, like critical realist pedagogy and phenomenological that I think are a 

kind of foundation for my teaching that I think at one point or another in the lesson there will 

be an activity or the way in which I’m like delivering the learning that has these ideas 

embedded.  However, things like experiential pedagogy, they are more, as much as it is an 

ideology as well, it is something I would be dropping in or out, I don’t think I would have a 

whole lesson.  Unless you know, my last school has a Buddhism unit with a lesson on 

meditation.  That’s a rare example of when you might use that for a whole lesson, but 

generally not. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what your expectations were regarding making subject 

pedagogical decisions prior to school placements? 

I think they were probably influenced by what people had said about, for instance, keep your 

mentor happy, do what your mentor says, this is what I heard.  Also, because they are the 

person who is ultimately marking you so depending on how they teach, depending on their 

strategies, depending on the school strategies, the department strategies, you need to follow 

them.  On my first placement, not much freedom at all but the information, ideas and support 

I was getting from university said I should try new things, so I think there was mixed 

messages in terms of that.  I think I am quite a realistic person and I would have understood 

that yes on the one hand you are a trainee, but you are in a specific context, but I did not find 

that too confusing, but generally that is the way it will go with me as a trainee. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me further whether you felt free or not to draw upon and use 

certain pedagogies on your placements and why? 

Mike: I think with placement one, I think there was from my mentor definitely ‘You don’t 

really know much as a teacher yet, but try this, try this.’  As much as it was these are ideas, I 
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was expected to deliver them the next lesson, ‘So if I give you an idea for an activity you will 

do it for the next lesson.’  That is the way he saw I should be teaching even if not said 

explicit like that.  But having said that, that was within his lessons.  Within other lessons with 

other teachers there would have been more freedom and as such it was on a teacher by 

teacher level.  One of my targets on my second placement was to be as creative and diverse 

as possible. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me how you felt about the approach you describe on placement 

one?   

Mike: I think on the first placement, I actually didn’t have so much of a problem with being 

told, as that was something that did worry me slightly starting my PGCE year, Am I?, Do I 

have a creative enough mind to think constantly of really creative ideas?  It was something I 

really did think, I would see all these really creative ideas and think, how am I going to be 

able to do them myself?  I felt a lot of pressure on my creative side to think constantly of 

really creative ideas.  You know that is not something I necessarily thought I would be good 

at and yes I was told on that placement use other ideas, use stuff we already have.  It wasn’t 

that you are re-inventing the wheel and you’re creating your entire own pedagogical stance 

that contains all these amazing activity ideas, you have to be able to pick and choose.  

Whereas on second placement, I think I was more comfortable with that, I wanted to try new 

things because I had the foundations there, so yes it went the right way in terms of 

placement for that.    

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you chose to draw upon and use certain pedagogies 

more than others on your placements and why? 

Mike: To be honest, to be very honest, I wasn’t consciously, necessarily thinking about 

pedagogies every time I was planning activities and reflecting on it after the lesson, you 

would realise they were embedded.  My focus was definitely more on what pupils were 

learning and making it creative.  But to be honest, pedagogy was not at the forefront of my 

mind when I was doing teaching and on reflection they should have been.  My questioning 

techniques, the way that you know discussion happens, that probably does fit in with critical 

realist pedagogy, in terms of I really support critical thinking, a real strong point of mine. 

I had an aversion sometimes to ‘that went well, I’ll try it again’ cos’ as a trainee you 

constantly have to try new things, keep trying new activities.  I had this kind of guilt 

sometimes if that did work.  ‘Maybe I should do that again’ I went with another class I hadn’t 

done it with.  Maybe I had my own view that is my own expectations, nobody else told me I 

could not do those activities again.  I told myself ‘Keep trying new things’ which actually if 
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you find something that works you should continue.  I think that definitely next year I want 

consistently in what works, to try it more. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you chose not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies on your placements and why? 

Mike: I guess I didn’t, I didn’t, but suppose a couple of times, but found it very difficult to 

manage, diverse group-work.  It can work very very well in terms of splitting groups up and 

getting them to all work with someone different.  On an idealistic level that is wonderful as 

you’ve tailored those groups so there are high level ability levels, different types of learners, 

different types of styles – in actual management hellish!  Sometimes it was alright, 

sometimes I could see it going out the window, kids wanting to join this and that group and 

work with certain people.  I was always more anxious about those lessons because of that.  

It’s not the technique itself, it’s in general my ability to manage that, but occasionally it would 

work alright, but it was too variable.  Group-work does work when on tables and groups do 

not move around.  However, I have used lots of drama, especially with year 7 and 8 because 

they’re the groups drama works best with.  That works fantastically well in terms of how you 

can deepen learning there and AT2 [Learning From Religion] is in there too.  It’s a creative 

way of getting pupils to understand ideas and concepts that can be quite abstract. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me why you think drama is not for the older years? 

Mike: I have to say that until about a month ago I would have said ‘No!’ to drama with year 

10.  Then I did it with a year 10 class and three really confident boys who did drama came 

up and there were two other girls and it worked fantastically well, it was brilliant.  We did a 

role play on seeking fertility treatments in different countries.  I embedded a couple of other 

drama activities with that group, but again it was down to the group.  I had done a blanket ‘It 

doesn’t work with year 9, 10 and 11’, but you know that’s just in my experience.  Year 7 and 

8 are more receptive to those kind of creative ideas but year 9, 10 and 11, their social 

constraints have kicked in more, but I can’t generalise. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what other factors if any affected your decision to draw upon 

particular pedagogies or not on your placements? 

Mike: Time constraints, definitely in term of this.  I found on my first placement we have fifty 

minute lessons.  By the time you’ve got kids sitting down, you’ve got forty minutes and you 

have to reach certain goals as a trainee, the time constraints are massive.  Activities that are 

laid out that I found online, great, but there are activities that would take at least an hour or 

an hour and a quarter to really do and get deep learning from and that’s simply not possible.  

That also comes from you know you need to do this, this and this in this lesson and next 
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lesson we are moving on to this, this and this.  Next year I am looking forward to having 

more control over the timing of my lessons and if we don’t get to a certain point this lesson 

we can explore it next lesson and that’s fine.  I think I was given more support for that on my 

second placement.  Space is another one I guess and the actual environment to do it.  Some 

activities, like the experiential one I talked about, needs to be done in an open space, though 

it was done successfully. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me who or what has shaped your view and use of pedagogies on 

your placements? 

Mike: I guess to start with, you were the first person to talk with us about different activity 

ideas, you get a lot of effective strategies.  On my first placement watching [name of 

teacher], she was brilliant, I got a lot of creative ideas in discussion with her.  Sue Phillips 

was great in getting the experiential element in, which I did you know have reservations 

about and did think it a bit wishy-washy till I met her and want to try it more.  Also, just 

general online resources, just seeing the enthusiasm and diversity teachers have for 

lessons, it’s nice to encounter other things. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether certain pedagogies were operating within the 

departments where you were on placement? 

Mike: Across the board on second placement, teachers would have their own ways of 

delivering schemes of work.  Overall I was quite like free to do what I wanted. Though, on 

first placement, the scheme of work was more detailed.  On placement one there was not 

clarification of how free I was.  I would sometimes plan a lesson and my mentor would go 

‘Oh, so you’re doing this tomorrow, you’re not doing the thing on the database’ and I would 

say, ‘No, I’ve just planned my own lesson’ and I think there was an implicit assumption that I 

would just go and use what’s there or do what he suggested.  I guess it helped when I was 

not clear about what I was doing at that stage, to feel he was being directive in his lessons.  

In other lessons the freedom to do what you want came within the restriction of you must 

have met these learning objectives.  On placement two, they were like guidance objectives.  

Interviewer: Can you tell me what your expectations are regarding being able to make 

subject specific pedagogical decisions in your NQT year in your classroom? 

Mike: For me, this thing of you’ve got so much freedom in your PGCE year that you won’t 

have in your NQT year.  For me, on a logical basis more than anything else, I’ve got my own 

classroom in my NQT year without anyone in it, in what way is that giving me less freedom?, 

apart from you know, constraints about time.  You won’t have time to be creative, but in 

terms of not being allowed to be creative, you can do within reason what you want.  I won’t 
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be doing wacky crazy activities all the time, I won’t have the time to plan that.  Where I am 

going to be working there is not pressure in that way.  I want to have the structure of what I 

need to teach, but I don’t want to be told exactly how to teach it as every teacher has their 

own way of constructing that learning.     

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you think teachers should be able to make subject 

specific pedagogical decisions in their own classroom and why? 

Mike: Yes I think they should.  It’s also probably the responsibility of the teacher to be 

working in a school where they are able to make, you know, their individual style fit with the 

department so there would not need to be conflict.  Compromise, yes to a certain extent is 

important.  If you’re that stubborn, you have to accept that you can still learn.  Even if 

teachers aren’t told they’re given freedom, they do.  On an everyday level teachers have got 

freedom, everything, you know from activities, the kind of starter activities, their manner, 

behaviour management, the way they set up the room, displays, in terms of how they are as 

a teacher, how they want to deliver the learning and how they want to create their 

environment for learning. 

Having restriction and being told you need to do it this way, to start off with for me it was nice 

to have that guidance.  However as a teacher I think if it reached that point where I felt 

limited by what I could do myself because people felt their ideas were better, which I never 

got on second placement.  If I felt limited in future, I think autonomy is important and in a 

tactful way would say something. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me where you see yourself going with pedagogy in your NQT year, 

what are your expectations and why? 

Mike:  I want to try some more experiential stuff definitely and build on that more.  I’ve kind 

of detached myself from the pedagogical zone in the last few months and I need to go back 

and re-examine and reflect more.  I’ve got the summer to think about it.  I just hope I’ll have 

the time to consider that next year in my planning.  I want to be as creative and diverse as 

possible.  Also, I am a critical realist and that needs thinking about and I need to be 

conscious of it.  

Interviewer: Is there anything you would like to add? 

Mike: No I don’t think so. 
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Appendix 6b: An Example of a Newly Qualified Teacher Transcript - Fran 

Participant 
 

Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-
educational 

Age Range  Setting 

Fran (NQT) Female Community 
School 

Co-educational 11-16 Urban 

 

Interviewer: Can you tell me about 2 pedagogies that you have used in your lessons and 

your reasons for choosing them? 

Fran: Yes we are a school, the school I am at, we have moved away from VAK completely.  

We still obviously use them in planning a scheme of work, but in terms of direct pedagogy 

we use theatre of learning [an experiential approach developed by Phillips (2003)].  We are 

doing a thing called ‘The Island’, it’s quite exciting, I am sure you have heard of it.  We 

actually carry around Bloom’s Taxonomy laminated and we will occasionally flip them over 

and see a lot of Bloom’s Taxonomy and a lot of thinking hats as well, but yes, the most 

recent one I’ve planned around is the theatre of learning, it’s been really exciting, haven’t 

had a chance to do that yet, so. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me why you have chosen to use the theatre of learning?  

Fran: We wanted them to be able to, I suppose, empathy as a higher thinking skill.  Along 

with philosophy, we wanted them to be able to place themselves into these characters and 

these early tribal societies and that’s been backed up in the same academic year by studies 

of early man, cave art, things like prehistoric religion, Stonehenge.  It actually fits in, it allows 

them to experience it not as first hand but as close a simulation as we can make it.   

We’ve also used diamond nines and card sorting.  The most recent use of this is introduction 

to philosophy and ethics in year 9.  I want them to explore the reasons why people may or 

may not agree or take a pro-life or pro-choice stance and take a look at where they are on 

that belief continuum and the diamond nine is really useful for that, it allows them to explore 

their own particular moral viewpoint.  Also, it’s quite a personal thing.  We do a lot of 

continuum of agreement as well and a lot of the time, some of the children don’t want to be 

the only one standing at the end even if that is what they believe, so diamond nine for the 

quieter students is much better. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me why you chose theatre of learning rather than other strategies? 

Fran: It’s wanting to try new things as I hadn’t really tried the theatre of learning so much 

and for my final NQT observation, we have been told it is not a graded one, so I can take the 

risk, so have gone for theatre of learning.  For a very basic theatre of learning we’ve 



 

218 
 

performed a Christian wedding ceremony in year 10 and everyone’s dressed up and got 

involved, but I wasn’t as reflective as I wanted it to be, so I thought I would go for the one 

thing I haven’t confidently ticked off this list my year and ‘The Island’ seems a good way to 

do that.  In terms of things like diamond nines, I feel really confident in them, every time I’ve 

used them.  It’s been able to really lead to that deeper questioning without it having to be 

forced.  You know they reflectively understand why I am asking them to sort these things, 

then they will be able to justify their opinion and they almost come to expect that I will stand 

over and ask extension questions and really pick apart, not their responses, but extend them 

as much as possible.  They call me ‘The Devil’s Avocado’ because I am constantly arguing 

against my own opinions and they know that is because I want them to do that.  

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you choose to draw upon and use certain pedagogies 

more than others in your lessons and why? 

Fran: I’d like to say ‘No’ but probably I do over-rely on some.  Probably that’s the stress of 

the NQT year.  You are literally plate-spinning.  I think back when I complained about being 

a PGCE.  I think you do things that you know in the back of your mind will make your life a 

little bit easier, so maybe not spending hours making card sorts and things like that and it’s a 

shame, but it’s sometimes it’s practicality that dictates my day.  In terms of time and 

resources, I can’t if I’ve got a five period day, I can’t create an amazing experiential learning 

activity and then go on to four more KS4 lessons later on and keep on having that chopping 

and changing.  In an ideal world, if I had a separate space I would use it plenty more 

absolutely.  It’s almost a one off special occasion.  Whereas, things like you know shading in 

agree or disagree, diamond nines and such like are so much easier to prepare, it’s really 

basic stuff but does get the information across.  I feel terrible saying that, but it’s me, it’s 

what I can cope with at the end of the day as well but also in terms of quantifying progress, 

diamond nines are brilliant to see whether they are justifying at higher levels, the levels 

we’ve written.  Things like theatre of learning, because we are a performing arts school, of 

course they are going to be good at the drama side of things and get involved a bit with it, 

but it is difficult seeing if they are making connections with it to the wider religious picture 

and experience because a lot of it is verbal. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you chose not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies in your lessons and why? 

Fran: I don’t think there’s anything I consciously avoid.  I would have done theatre of 

learning more in my PGCE year as in the PGCE year you are able to take more risks.  In the 

NQT year it seemed like the planning and practical side of it was too much for experiential 

RE and all the planning I am doing, I would not have time to devote to it and I would have 
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regretted it, so wanted to wait till I had time.  I wouldn’t run away from anything.  The reason 

I have been reluctant to use things like the theatre of learning is because of the logistical 

planning and the time and setting up my room and those boring practical things.  You have 

to fill out forms if you want to do anything off key.  I went outside to learn a couple of times 

and even that has required paperwork as long as your arm.  So I think I just wanted to wait 

till I felt I had the time, resources and the energy to throw myself into it. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what other factors if any affect you’re your decision to draw 

upon particular pedagogies or not in your lessons and how? 

Fran: Sometimes it’s the students themselves, certain things will work with certain classes, 

you have to adapt and it’s when you get to know them as well.  You know I can do 

something practical, but I have students that I couldn’t do that with at all, practically and 

safely and couldn’t show progression and that is the point of it, because of behaviour and 

specific SEN issues, I can’t teach certain ways, it’s almost differentiation as well.  Also, 

children who are vulnerable can’t be taught in the same way as other students.  I have a 

group I know I can’t teach things like about divorce to, because I am aware in the 

background of that group there is current divorces going on and there is allegations of abuse 

at home.  I can’t, it’s not fair to them to sit down and in circle time, get philosophy going and 

ask them to reflect on their own, so sometimes some child-centred protection and sensitivity 

needs to come into it.  Also, with those children I don’t want to say you go and learn with 

another teacher in a small group because that’s not differentiation, that’s exclusion in my 

mind and so I want them all to feel involved as much as possible. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether specific pedagogies fit better with particular subject 

content?    

Fran: I would like to say that any topic can be taught using any strategy. There are certain 

things you need to teach certain ways. There are some topics where I wouldn’t teach certain 

issues using group-work, reading an information sheet, doing a diamond nine, but role plays, 

even carousels when they go back and teach each other.  I want them to be aware their 

opinion is not the only one. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what and/or who has shaped your view and use of pedagogies 

in your lessons? 

Fran: Well you definitely as my PGCE mentor you are very influential.  I have used a couple 

of things you have shown us over the year definitely.  Watching other members of staff as 

well.  I’ve got really incredibly lucky, we have a strong teacher leadership team and watching 

other people in my department.  Influences as well – I’ve just picked things up as well, 
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watching TV and little brainwaves, just definitely very reflective, I’ve not had to rely on doing 

things like TES.  I’ve been really lucky and I’ve been given the amount of freedom where I 

can go ‘OK let’s try doing it this way’ and I have been able to re-plan my lessons.  Luckily my 

mentor is very hands off and she has been confident in my ability and she has said ‘OK if 

you want to do it this way’, sometimes it has worked and sometimes it hasn’t.  It’s been 

interesting to have that experience.  She’s been very much an influence on me.  

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you feel free or not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies in your lessons and why and whether this has changed over time? 

Fran: Absolutely, I do actually.  Yes I’ve been given a lot of freedom.  If I sat down with you 

know the suggested lesson plan, as obviously we do have schemes of work they do follow, 

but I rewrite and redo everything myself in a way I like and I do chop and change things 

around and I know I’m OK to do that.  I know that now it’s term five and I am a lot more 

confident.  In the beginning, I was going to my mentor and saying it’s this, this and this and 

just checking that I understood what they wanted me to do.  The schemes of work are really 

good.  I mean they’ve got a running plan and then you click through on the link online and it 

brings up the lesson plans and the actual written scheme of work, then the PowerPoints, the 

handouts.  It’s all very centralised, it’s really good, but I have thrown most of those out in my 

own teaching.  I’ve done my own as I need to learn the OCR syllabus as well as I am going 

along and I thought the best way was to do my own planning.  I’ve done the same at KS3 as 

well and actually been allowed to do my own scheme of work for one of the terms at KS3. 

Next year coming up, everyone is doing my creation stories unit.  I’ve been really lucky, 

they’ve basically gone we’ve watched you a couple of times, we trust you, off you go, it’s 

been really free.  With observations, I have to show progress, and responding and showing I 

have understood feedback from previous ones.  I try to follow learning objectives in the 

scheme of work, but I do tend to generate my own because I know where I want them to go 

and I can understand, am enough of a reflective practitioner that I understand where I want 

them to go in terms of assessment and learning skills.  

KS4 is set in stone for the syllabus.  At KS4 the priority is with RE exam content.  That’s not 

stopped me from taking some risks with my KS4 RE, it is true you can take risks but 

generally I would feel more comfortable doing it at KS3.  So things like just was theory, we 

did an entire, almost like a theatre of learning where we did a group debate where we set up 

a country, a fake country based on the school and based on [name of place where school is 

situated] and we were wearing military hats and on one side was pacifism and the other side 

just war theory.  All these people making impassioned speeches.  So you can take risks, but 

generally I would feel much more comfortable doing it with KS3, because it’s not that it 
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doesn’t matter, it’s just it’s not going to be impactful on what an external assessor sees as 

valid in terms of their content and knowledge.  Less freedom in KS4 in my current school 

due to that need for showing progress against the attainment skills and showing progress in 

written assessments and they’ve got it parrot-style.  At KS4 it’s bang-bang all the time and 

that being assessed needs to take priority.  We are told by the powers that be that we must 

focus on the exam.  I get a lot of time with my KS4, I see them twice a week for two and a 

quarter hours. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me if there are ways in which teaching and learning are 

monitored? 

Fran: It’s monitored by the tracking data in the assessments.  What we do is we meet for 

collaborative planning and if we have any brilliant ideas, it’s an open forum and we say ‘By 

the way, I’m going to do this with my Ramayana lesson next week or I’m going to try this’ 

and ‘Would you come back and tell us how it goes? What positives did you find?’  A lot of 

time we get learning walks where people just pop in and my mentor popped in a few times 

and said ‘That’s brilliant, I’m going to use it.’  Feedback has been very strong and I’ve seen 

what I’ve done being integrated into other people’s lessons within the department.  Other 

teachers will come and say ‘I’ve heard you’ve done this.  Will you mind running through it 

with me?’  Some of the ideas I’ve used have gone across the curriculum areas.  So English 

have used some of my ideas and Science and I have used some of theirs.  There’s been a 

real inter-flow of ideas and I feel I can call on any department and say ‘How do you use this 

strategy?, I’ve got this idea and what do you think?’ 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what your expectations were regarding making subject specific 

pedagogical decisions at the start of your NQT year and whether these have changed over 

time? 

Fran: With KS3, I suspected I would have a lot of freedom, I did pretty much expect what 

happened.  At KS3 I have the freedom to do what I want without it damaging external 

concepts of progression.  I’ve been very lucky.  People think I’m a wild card that almost goes 

with our image as a subject.  Even though we are a core subject, if I am seen to be doing 

something unusual, people will say it’s her and it’s RE, don’t worry.  There is a certain 

allowance because of the nature of the beast. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you think teachers should be able to make subject 

specific pedagogical decisions in their own classroom and why?   

Fran: Yes I feel very strongly that teachers should automatically have that right.  I think it’s a 

double-edged sword isn’t it though, that’s from my personal perspective.  I genuinely feel 
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that I have been given a lot of freedom and that’s what I want.  I can understand the school’s 

concern for the trendy teachers who come on in and say, ‘Come in and sit down, let’s talk 

about our feelings’ and not get through any content or get near any learning objectives, 

‘Let’s just have a chat.’  I can understand why in higher management that might be 

perceived as a bad thing, but it’s a shame because I think people are scared to go off the 

lesson plan sometimes and I think you need to do things that scare you occasionally and 

things that make you uncomfortable, otherwise you’re never going to learn, you’re never 

going to expand.  That’s what you’re asking of them [the pupils] but if you are not prepared 

to do that yourself in terms of risks in the classroom then what are you doing.  I think I do 

have a lot of autonomy and I am grateful for it. I could not teach in a school where I do not 

have autonomy. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what you understand by ‘teacher autonomy’ in pedagogic 

decision making within the classroom? 

Fran: I believe it’s about whether teachers have freedom, whether or not they have to follow 

a perceived set of guidelines that have been handed down by a school management and 

how much of an individual you can be.  On my NQT observation this has been a strength – I 

am not scared to take a risk and be human.  If somebody said ‘I want you to teach this way 

and you can’t teach it any other way’, I would say I am the best teacher I can be when I feel 

in control of what I am doing and not worried that now I am five minutes in they should be 

doing this.  I feel I prefer a natural flow of lesson where I feel in control.  I have done lessons 

where it has been very regimented and the students can tell from me it is not a comfortable 

zone, that it’s like barking, let’s perform the next trick, it’s not natural to me.  It’s harder – it 

can limit progress.  

Interviewer: Can you tell me where you see yourself going with autonomy in the future and 

why? 

Fran: I’d like to think, what my hope is, when I get more confident in my content, when I get 

used to having GCSE groups and having the timetable and having the data reports and 

everything, I think as an RQT I will probably get more experimental, but it’s almost there’s so 

much to take in, in that first year, it falls back to using pedagogies that are easy to set up 

because of the workload.  But I don’t think I’m going to be one of those teachers who 

teaches the same lesson year in and year out, it would bore me, I wouldn’t have the same 

enthusiasm for it.   They would know because it’s an emotional based subject and I am 

absolutely a personality-driven teacher.  They would know if my heart wasn’t in it and there 

have been lessons where I’ve had to teach things like this.   
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I am looking forward to the time when I am so confident in the scheme of work and know it 

so well, I’ve got all these tips and tricks and my behaviour management is flawless, that 

actually I can say we’re not going to do that today, we’re going to do an entire lesson on 

drama based reflective learning because I want to do something different.  That first year, it’s 

learn it, hold on in there, get through the year, tick all the boxes and maybe when the 

pressure is off, you can get experimental.  It’s sad because I’d like to say I’ve done it all the 

way through with every group right from the start, but I would have had a mental breakdown 

by term three had I tried to do every single lesson all singing, all dancing.  It’s just not 

practical.  My students are really engaged, there’s a really high level of engagement in my 

room that’s constantly picked up on which is really nice, but I would like in the next few years 

to do more experimental things to push it even further, to push them and me. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me more about engagement and how important this is to you? 

Fran: When I adopt pedagogies, it is more something that now I know their personalities, 

now I know them and know their personalities, now I know them a bit better, I think about: 

What can I do to hook them?, What can I do to keep their engagement?, How do I get them 

and keep them?   Sometimes, you have that brilliant moment, some teachers describe the 

Eureka moment.  That is lovely, but when you are teaching something and you look around 

and you’ve got them in the palm of your hand and every single eye is on you that is as 

important as the Eureka moment.  It’s something you will remember. 

Interviewer: Is there anything you would like to add? 

Fran: I think I’ve probably said too much already. 
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Appendix 6c: An Example of a Recently Qualified Teacher Transcript - Hilary 

Participant Gender Type of School Single Sex or 
Co-
educational 

Age Range Setting 

Hilary (RQT) Female Community 
School  
 
Community 
School  

Co-educational 
 
 
Co-educational 

11-16 
 
 
11-16 

Urban 
 
 
Urban 

 

Interviewer: Can you tell me about 2 pedagogies that you have used in your lessons and 

your reasons for choosing them? 

Hilary: One of the ones I used recently which I actually got from my training and INSET was 

a responsibility pie, where we were looking at who was responsible for the death of Jesus.  I 

got them working in pairs to create the responsibility pie, to discuss and break it up into six 

segments as to who had the most responsibility.  After that I then used that discussion to 

form the basis of a written piece of work, so that they could then explain in detail their 

reasons for who they thought was most responsible out of six candidates.  Interestingly, it 

then led to discussion of whether Jesus was responsible as I did not include him in my 

original one and someone even suggested that God might be responsible, the sort of 

determinism route. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what led you to use that particular pedagogy? 

Hilary: The reason I chose that one was because I wanted them to know what happened at 

the trial of Jesus, but I also wanted them to evaluate how fair it was, who had the most 

responsibility.  I thought by doing this task they would be able to clarify their knowledge of 

what happened, to be able to justify reasons.  So saying Pontius Pilate could have been 

responsible as he could have made the decision to let Jesus go free, but he gave the option 

to the crowd.  So by using that  it’s clarifying what happened, but then going on to that higher 

level thinking of then: Who is responsible?, Was it fair?, Was Jesus killed for a good reason 

or was it just something that was unfair? 

I also use a lot of discussion based work.  I’ve done a similar task in terms of abortion where 

I got them to do a role-play where I gave them set characters and this was to empathise with 

the different kinds of attitudes, so I sort of gave them Christian views, non-religious views, 

the medical viewpoint and they had to discuss in character whether they agreed or 

disagreed with the abortion taking place.  Again it was the purpose of them being able to 

evaluate different viewpoints and understand different perspectives and then start to be able, 

begin to clarify their own opinion. 
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Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you would do the latter with any class? 

Hilary: I had to make sure it was a class who I felt could be responsible and would be able 

to follow my instructions.  I wouldn’t be able to do that, with for example, one of my year 9 

classes, it just wouldn’t work because of their behaviour.  I haven’t managed to get their 

behaviour to a level I would be happy to do that with.  In terms of the behaviour and dynamic 

of the class, I know that certain activities will work better than others and at times though I do 

want to give it a shot because sometimes you can use those more challenging activities as a 

strategy in a hope that they will engage with the lesson and become more involved and the 

low level disruption that may be preventing those tasks may disappear, but it’s always a risk.  

I would give it a go and If it didn’t work, I would maybe rethink it and come back to it. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you chose not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies in your lessons and why? 

Hilary: I don’t really use bookwork, purely because I find it a bit dull and it’s not particularly 

engaging, though saying that I have just used it with my year 10, but that was mainly 

because we are running short and we are behind and it’s just quicker.  It does have its uses, 

mainly to get ideas down quickly.  I don’t use that often.  I’d say the experiential kind of 

stilling exercises and the kind of big or whole lesson drama, I don’t tend to use very often 

purely from confidence and I think I am still early on in my career and I just think that seems 

too ambitious for me to want to do something like.  I know a colleague in my department has 

been teaching a long time and he would happily do a whole lesson of drama where the 

tables would be pushed to the side for the entire time and he could do that very confidently, 

whereas I don’t think I’m at that stage yet. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you choose to draw upon and use certain pedagogies 

more than others in your lessons and why? 

Hilary: Yes I think so, I definitely think I rely on particular activities and strategies, mainly 

because I’ve got used to them and feel confident in how they work and the confidence of 

knowing how to manage that activity as well and knowing what the student will be doing.  

Whereas, with certain activities if they are a bit unknown, there’s the worry of unknown 

activities that they might go wrong and especially for something like an observation where 

there’s nothing you want to risk as such, though some people say it’s worth taking a risk.  I 

think that there’s the pressure that you’ve got too many things you have to include in 

observation, making sure you’re showing they’re making progress, showing good behaviour, 

including all different groups, differentiating for different groups.  If I know I’ve got an 

observation coming up, I might do something completely different to what I would normally 

do.  It might be for part of a lesson I would show a twenty minute video which is actually 
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beneficial, but in term of observation, it doesn’t showcase your ability as a teacher, so quite 

often I do adapt it in light of observation coming up. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what other factors if any affect you’re your decision to draw 

upon particular pedagogies or not in your lessons and how? 

Hilary: Probably this would be in my first school rather than where I am now.  Resources, 

the availability, I didn’t have props, lots of religious artefacts, I didn’t have lots of resources 

such as videos and starting points which could be inspiration for a lesson, so I think the 

availability of resources is definitely a factor as well.  

Interviewer: Can you tell me what and / or who has shaped your view and use of 

pedagogies in your lessons? 

Hilary: I think it would be through my training.  I was definitely expected to do a lot of 

different strategies and on placements I was influenced by certain people in school.  In terms 

of my NQT year it changed a bit because I was the only RS teacher in the department.  I did 

get support in terms of my NQT year, but I did not get direct help in terms of planning and 

getting inspiration and so I think that’s where I began to rely on particular strategies more 

often, because I wasn’t exposed to the variety of ideas that could be given if you’re working 

collaboratively.  As an NQT, it’s obviously got stresses you have to be dealing with, but I felt 

I was limited in terms of what activities to do, maybe ideas for inspiration, it meant the whole 

workload was left on me.  Whereas, I think when you are working collaboratively, you can 

share ideas and if you’re time-restricted someone else might say ‘I’ve already got this great 

activity, I’ve done it before, this is how you could do it.’ and it kind of gives that extra bit of 

confidence and support and inspiration.  So I definitely think working collaboratively is a 

really important thing. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you feel free or not to draw upon and use certain 

pedagogies in your lessons and why and whether this has changed over time? 

Hilary: In my first school, I definitely felt free because I was essentially given the freedom to 

do what I wanted.  I was essentially given too much freedom to do what I wanted.  I was told 

you can teach what you want, you can choose what religions to teach, you can choose how 

it’s done, but then I was almost restricted by the limited knowledge I had from my training 

year.  So I had gone from the training year where we were given support and ideas, but 

there was a limited number of them.  So I was given lots of freedom, but in a way I found it 

was too much freedom.  I needed more guidance on what to include, how to make sure I 

was meeting the Standards and the spec in terms of the agreed syllabus.  So I found it was 
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great as I did get to choose what I wanted to do, but it was hard because I was not given as 

perhaps much guidance as I would do here. 

In my NQT year I mainly spent the year getting through, and kind of thinking I don’t like this 

part of the scheme of work and I used what was already there and a lot of it was outdated, it 

maybe hadn’t been updated for four or five years.  Some of it didn’t make sense.  I kind of 

spent the first year going through, not really knowing what I was supposed to do and thinking 

whether I was expected to be improving this right now, because I didn’t feel I had the time to 

do that, but I didn’t like what a lot of the lessons were and I was like this does not make 

sense to me and I didn’t think I was teaching it the way it was supposed to be originally 

taught. 

At the end of my NQT year when I got the game time from year 11 and used that game time 

to start rewriting the scheme of work and I basically sat down with my head of department 

and I was quite blunt, said I did not like the scheme of work and did not feel it made sense.  

In terms of the children we had at the school who have a very limited experience of religion 

in primary school and outside of school, I felt we really needed to go back to basics and 

really start with: What is this religion?, What do they believe?, What do they believe about 

this? rather than going straight into topical issues.  I was then given the freedom and my 

head of department said ‘I am happy for you to do that and you tell me what you want to 

teach and we’ll start rewriting the scheme of work.’ 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what your expectations were regarding making subject specific 

pedagogical decisions at the start of your NQT year and whether these have changed over 

time? 

Hilary: I did not expect to have that much freedom, I kind of expected it would be a bit more I 

would have.  I would obviously have freedom to alter how I teach particular lessons and so if 

I didn’t fancy doing an activity or I thought I could do this activity that would be OK.  I thought 

there would be a bit more guidance in terms of setting homework, what topics to cover and a 

set scheme of work for me to follow.  I had lots more freedom than expected and I think that 

was not necessarily a good thing at that stage in my career.  Having gone from being on 

PGCE, both mentors were very supportive and they had a large set of resources I could 

build on and draw from and they gave me lots of guidance about how I could do a lesson.  

So going from that to being on my own and only using my past experiences was difficult.  I 

feel there needed to be as an NQT in particular more support, a bit more guidance and more 

monitoring to ensure I was doing things correctly. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you think teachers should be able to make subject 

specific pedagogical decisions in their own classroom and why?   
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Hilary: Yes I think that they do.  The worry of that freedom would be ensuring everyone has 

a consistent level of education.  I think if you you did give people the really really true 

freedom it could go too far and they would have a very different education in terms of a 

particular topic.  I think it’s more important at GCSE you follow more guidelines, because 

obviously they are sitting an exam at the end which will have a particular structure, 

framework and content.  In KS3 I think there should be a bit more freedom to teach it the 

way you want to.  I think there’s freedom in terms of how you teach the exam, but it certainly 

dictates what you’re going to teach because of the fact you have a limited amount of time to 

cover what could be coming up in the exam.  It’s a shame because I think a lot of the year 10 

and 11 are like ‘Why can’t we do Buddhism? or Why can’t we do Hinduism?’  The majority of 

the time, it’s to do with textbooks, we’ve got more on Christianity and Islam. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether you use similar or different pedagogies at KS3 and 

KS4? 

Hilary: Yes, not just the exam, because of the age of the students I’ve found with certain 

activities students maybe aren’t quite so receptive.  A hot-seating or role-playing activity in 

year 7 is often very well received and it might be just because I haven’t really built that into 

my lessons with year 10 and so they’re kind of a bit like this is not what we would normally 

have.  But certainly in speaking to other colleagues, they’ve said it’s more discussion-based, 

more seminar style rather than using hot-seating and that kind of thing, they kind of almost 

say they don’t want to do that, maybe out of teenage embarrassment. 

I don’t know, but there’s certain activities I don’t do as much.  I did do a role-play activity with 

my year 10 but I kind of did it in a more discussion-based way. So recently we were looking 

at issues in a multi-faith society and I gave them each a different religious perspective and 

said whether they were exclusivists, inclusivists or pluralists and then I got them to discuss 

topics and they had to stay in character and argue for what a local derelict building should be 

turned into or what festival should be included in the national calendar.  We kind of did it that 

way, whereas with year 7 I might get them up in front of the class and hot-seat, getting a 

couple of students to take the lead in really channelling that character, that kind of thing. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what you understand by ‘teacher autonomy’ in pedagogical 

decision making within the classroom? 

Hilary: To me that means it is to do with the teacher being able to make decisions in their 

own classroom and working independently to a certain extent.  So obviously, when we’re in 

school we do work outside of lessons collaboratively.  You are quite on your own in the 

classroom when you’ve got thirty kids in front of you, so you are making decisions then and 

there, having the level of responsibility to be able to decide we haven’t covered that topic in 
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enough detail, so we are going to go over it again or I am going to skip that lesson because 

that class isn’t going to benefit from it or running behind, or I am going to do this activity 

rather than suggested because I think it is going to be more interesting for that class.  So I 

think it is about having that level of choice.  Different classes have different dynamics and 

will require different strategies to be used to be effective. It would be really boring if everyone 

was expected to teach in the exact same way, to do the exact same thing all the time. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me to what extent you think you have autonomy in pedagogical 

decision-making in your classroom? 

Hilary: In my classroom, I think I have a high extent.  I feel that within this department we 

are all very free to do whatever we feel is necessary.  Obviously we have the set guidelines 

in terms of which assessments we’re going to set and what topics we need to cover, but I get 

a lot of freedom about how I am going to teach that.  Everyone teaches in a different way, 

everyone has different strengths and weaknesses in terms of teaching style in my 

department.   

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether anyone has ever challenged the pedagogical 

decisions you have made in your classroom?   

Hilary: Yes they have.  In my recent observation [name of teacher] said he didn’t think he 

would have taught abortion, the year 9 abortion, the way I had done.  He wasn’t keen on a 

couple of resources I used and he said he thought I’d gone into too much depth for that age 

group which I’d disagree with as I thought if you’re going to cover abortion, you can’t skim 

over it as it’s such a deep topic. He didn’t do it in a way ‘You should change this’, it was 

more advice, saying maybe next year you might choose to do this or prioritise this task 

rather than that one. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me whether there are pedagogical differences in the department 

itself? 

Hilary: I think there’s lots of different styles and different opinions.  Speaking to other 

colleagues, somebody said there’s a video on animal testing and she always shows it to 

year 9 every year because she says it’s very shocking but hard hitting.  Whereas, others say 

they don’t want to show it because they think it’s not appropriate.  No one says ‘Don’t show 

that video.’’  In terms of activities, people have lots of different styles in terms of how they 

teach, but there is similarity in terms of we all follow the same scheme of work.  People can 

be quite expressive in saying something has no worth.  No one has said ‘Don’t do this’ or 

‘Don’t do that’. 
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In this department, it’s very much about give things a go.  People are very willing to share 

ideas and say ‘I did this with my group. Why don’t you give it a go?’  We quite often share 

resources and say ‘I found this interesting article online if you want to use this in your 

lesson.’  It is very much about give yourself a choice.  People are very different in their 

teaching style so it does lead to a lot of autonomy.  I don’t think I’ve ever been told you must 

teach it this way or make sure you do this – the only thing is I’ve been told, make sure they 

do this by a certain point, that’s about as far as it goes. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me how your two schools have been similar and different in terms 

of that?  

Hilary: I think they are similar in that they both give freedom to choose how you’re going to 

teach.  In my previous school, I had more freedom about what I was going to teach, but that 

was because I was given the job of redesigning the scheme of work and I think had I maybe 

come in a couple of years earlier or later when it had been designed, then I might not have 

had that freedom.  In my current school, I think there is less freedom in terms of what I am 

allowed to teach obviously because there is a very set pattern of scheme of work and I 

would quite like to maybe be able to change a couple of bits and maybe suggest new ideas 

and I think that would be welcomed in discussion and it wouldn’t necessarily go through.  

The scheme of work isn’t forever fixed.  Last year we got rid of one of the assessments as 

we did not think it was necessary and this year we have started talking about whether a 

particular topic would be useful.  I think there is flexibility but perhaps I need to be here a bit 

longer for my opinion to be valued in terms of changing. A lot of people have worked really 

hard on the schemes of work that are there, so they at least want them to be used for a 

while.  There’s definitely flexibility that we can suggest we should change it to this and it’s 

kind of done in discussion.  If I suddenly decided to teach Sikhism when I was meant to be 

doing Buddhism then that would be an issue as it would be clashing.         

Interviewer: Can you tell me how monitoring happens in the department?  

Hilary: Obviously they do book checks and have observations.  If I was setting an 

assessment and they looked through my books and could not find it, I would be questioned.  

There is limited checking, and trust built in that people will get on and follow the scheme of 

work so close monitoring is not needed.  This is the first year that I have taught a lot of these 

topics in the kind of way expected.  I worry when it gets to an assessment that I haven’t 

taught them what they need for an assessment.  There are occasions when more 

clarification might be needed.  Maybe I need to look at an assessment more before I start 

teaching a topic. 
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Interviewer: Is there anything else that you would like to add? 

Hilary: I think I’ve said all I want to say.    
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Appendix 7: An example of a Research Analysis Chart - NQTs Theme 2 

Themes/Sub-
Themes  
 

Categories  
/Sub-Categories 
 

Units of relevant meaning from the NQT transcripts 

NQT 1 
Carol 

NQT 2 
Sue 

NQT 3 
Simon 

NQT 4 
Fran 

2. Subject 
Content and 
Frameworks 
 
2.1 Content 
and Skills 
 
2.2 Schemes 
of Work 
 
2.3 
Examinations 
 
 

1. Content  
 
content and 
skills, and 
strategies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
‘dialogue … 
with my year 7 
classes and 
looking at 
different beliefs 
about God … 
used dialogue 
with each other 
… as a way of 
kids sharing 
their beliefs 
and also people 
exploring what 
they believe.’  
 
‘ … a form of 
kinaesthetic 
learning, so for 
learning key 
words … got 
the kids to use 
actions to 
remember 
atheist, theist 
and agnostic’ 
 
‘… chose 
dialogue 
because it’s 
something I 
enjoy and we 
are looking at 
what people 
believe and we 
can do that by 
looking at what 
we believe.  It’s 
a way of 
learning from 
each other and 
using the class 
as a resource.’  
 

 
 
‘Holy 
Communion 
… they 
would act it 
out so they 
would know 
what it is.’ 
 
‘To get them 
to do it … a 
little light 
bulb clicks … 
it makes 
sense.’  
 
‘make it 
accessible … 
the content 
accessible’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
‘… allows 
them to 
explore their 
own 
particular 
moral 
viewpoint.’  
 
‘I would like 
to say any 
topic can be 
taught using 
any strategy.  
There are 
certain 
things you 
need to 
teach certain 
ways … I 
wouldn’t 
teach certain 
issues using 
group-work, 
reading an 
information 
sheet, doing 
a diamond 
nine, but role 
plays, even 
carousels, 
when they 
can go back 
and teach 
each other. I 
want them 
to be aware 
their opinion 
is not the 
only one.’ 
 
‘I feel really 
confident in 
them, every 
time I’ve 



 

233 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Status of 
schemes of work 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘… chose 
kinaesthetic as I 
want the 
students to be 
able to say the 
words … and 
have a 
kinaesthetic 
memory of 
them … and to 
concretise their 
confidence in 
using the 
language.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘The scheme of 
work has been 
planned by 
another 
teacher which 
is a time-saving 
exercise. It also 
reduces 
teacher 
workload 
commitments.’ 
 
‘Love-hate it 
(the scheme of 
work) … it’s 
great to not 
have to plan, 
but it’s very 
prescriptive 
and somebody 
else’s teaching 
style and 
ideas.’  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘We’re 
pretty laid 
back … the 
head of 
department 
says ‘Right, 
do Hinduism 
this term’ … 
then gives us 
the 
assessment 
piece at the 
end … we 
then go off 
and plan … 
very 
independent 
in what we 
do … I like 
the 
freedom.’  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘No scheme 
of work on 
the system 
… covering 
the 
content.  I 
think I 
would 
prefer it if 
there was 
at least a 
framework 
… it would 
be better if 
there was a 
scheme of 
work.  
Because 
there’s not 
I can do 
anything I 
want.’  
 

used them.  
It’s been able 
to really lead 
to that 
deeper 
questioning 
without it 
having to be 
forced.’ 
 
‘in terms of 
quantifying 
progress, 
diamond 
nines are 
brilliant to 
see whether 
they are 
justifying at 
higher levels, 
the levels 
we’ve 
written.’ 
 
‘empathy as 
a higher 
thinking skill’ 
 
‘I’ve been 
given a lot of 
freedom. If I 
sat down 
with you 
know the 
suggested 
lesson plan, 
as obviously 
we do have 
schemes of 
work they do 
follow, but I 
rewrite and 
redo 
everything 
myself in a 
way I like 
and I do 
chop and 
change 
things 
around and I 
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‘(scheme of 
work) … time 
saving … not 
having to think 
about it … 
prepared by 
very 
experienced 
teachers who 
have been 
doing it for a 
long time as … 
know what’s 
needed.’ 
 
‘Very 
prescriptive … I 
feel it doesn’t 
allow any 
individuality in 
the students 
and 
individuality in 
the teaching.’  
 
‘About my love-
hate 
relationship 
with the 
prescriptive 
aspects … it 
also means I 
have a good 
excuse maybe 
for not being 
the best that I 
can be because 
I can blame the 
fact it’s not my 
work and time 
and marking 
and all these 
other excuses 
… I am aware 
there could be 
an element of 
scapegoating 
going on.’  
 
 

‘I like the 
freedom to 
change it or 
to do what I 
think that 
group is 
ready for at 
that time.’  
 
‘If I had to 
follow 
something 
really 
regimented 
… I would 
not feel 
relaxed and I 
don’t think 
they would 
feel relaxed.’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘at KS3, in 
RS there is 
basically no 
schemes of 
work in 
place and I 
can do 
whatever I 
like.’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

know I’m ok 
to do that.’  
 
‘The 
schemes of 
work are 
really good … 
but I have 
thrown most 
of those out 
… done my 
own as I 
need to learn 
the OCR 
syllabus … 
thought the 
best way was 
to do my 
own 
planning … 
KS3 as well 
and actually 
been   
allowed to 
do my own 
scheme of 
work for one 
of the terms 
at KS3.’ 
 
‘I try to 
follow 
learning 
objectives in 
the scheme 
of work, but I 
do tend to 
generate my 
own because 
I know 
where I want 
them to go … 
we meet for 
collaborative 
planning and 
if we have 
any brilliant 
ideas it’s an 
open forum.’  
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KS4  GCSE 
examinations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ‘There’s so 
much to do.  
We have to get 
through this 
and that’s what 
we’ve got to 
do.  I feel like 
the excitement 
is sadly lost as  
there is the 
practicalities, 
there is money 
attached to 
progression 
and you can do 
that by making 
sure the kids 
know what is 
needed for the 
exam … that’s 
what really 
needs to be 
done.’ 

‘With the 
KS4, you 
teach each 
unit … it’s 
pretty laid 
out … but 
how I do it is 
up to me. I 
am very 
comfortable 
with lots of 
exciting 
things … it’s 
important … 
but I can’t 
afford to at 
KS4.’  
 
‘I would like 
to use more.  
I think I am a 
bit more 
confined.  I 
really enjoy 
teaching 
KS3, I am 
freer … I 
spend a 
horrible 
amount of 
time on this 
is how you 
write an 
essay at KS4 
… There is 
not much 
freedom for 
expression.’  
 
‘In GCSE you 
have to rush 
through 
everything … 
they have to 
be writing 
because my 
professional 
ability is 
measured by 
whether kids 
get their 

‘In terms of 
yes feeling 
safe the 
students 
will be 
prepared 
for what’s 
in the spec.’ 
 
‘Because of 
the way the 
exam is set 
up the kids 
have to 
know first 
of all how 
to answer 
the 
question 
and have 
the 
knowledge 
to answer 
the 
questions. 
A lot of the 
time is 
taken up 
with this, 
me 
delivering 
the 
knowledge 
content 
and the 
exam 
technique 
and … so 
not that 
much time 
beyond 
that to look 
into higher 
level skills, 
the analysis 
and 
evaluation 
that leads 
to personal 
exploration 

‘Less 
freedom in 
KS4 … due to 
that need for 
showing 
progress 
against the 
attainment 
skills and 
showing 
progress in 
written 
assessments 
and they’ve 
got it parrot- 
style.’  
 
‘At KS4 it’s 
bang-bang … 
that being 
assessed 
needs to 
take 
priority.’  
‘some risks … 
it is true that 
you can take 
risks, but 
generally I 
would feel 
more 
comfortable 
doing it at 
KS3. 
 
I suspected I 
would have a 
lot of 
freedom (at 
KS3) , I did 
pretty much 
expect what 
happened.  
At KS3 I have 
the freedom 
to do what I 
want without 
it damaging 
external 
concepts of 
progression.’ 
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grades, so I 
have to do 
writing.’  
 
‘At KS4 there 
is not that 
much space 
to do that 
which is 
exciting.’  
 
‘It’s about 
making it 
make sense 
to them, I 
have 
freedom to 
do that at 
KS3.’ 
 
‘If the exam 
wasn’t 
purely exam, 
if there was 
some 
coursework 
… or if it 
wasn’t all 
about you 
have to get 
these kids 
their target 
grades then I 
would feel 
that 
completely I 
could do 
what I want 
to, which I 
do at KS3.’  
 
‘I kind of 
didn’t realise 
how not fun 
you had to 
make it … to 
focus on the 
essays.’  
 
‘I still do 
have a 

of the 
issue.’  
 
‘There is 
obviously 
the 
pressure to 
deliver 
content 
and on 
time, to get 
everything 
done’ 
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certain 
amount of 
autonomy in 
KS4 because 
I get to pick 
examples in 
society from 
the topic we 
are doing … 
when doing 
racism, 
Martin 
Luther King 
is standard 
and then I 
bring in the 
Black Power 
Movement  
… so I feel 
being able to 
share what I 
am 
interested in 
is lovely.’   

 


