
Why is the University of Bath PGCE programme under threat ?

Origins of the proposal
A series of proposals for a restructuring of the Department of Education came from the Vice Chancellor’s Office on 
Friday 5th July. This followed a long period of consideration of the Department by the University Senior Management 
including the commissioning of a High Level Strategic Review (HLSR) carried out by a respected academic with an 
international reputation in educational leadership and management.

Among the proposals to emerge on 5th July, was a proposal to close the Department’s PGCE teacher training 
programme with effect from September 2014. That is, the incoming cohort of students for 2013-14 would be the last 
and there would no recruitment next year for 2014-15. The proposal places a number of staff at risk of redundancy, 
closes a programme which is highly regarded by both internal and external stakeholders and contributes to the overall 
reputation of the University in the local area. It is also worth noting that the HLSR which the University commissioned 
did not suggest the closure of the PGCE but, in fact, endorsed its importance and suggested ways in which it might be 
further strengthened and developed.

‘Consultation’ and decision-making
A very rushed ‘consultation’ process on the PGCE proposal was set up to take place with a deadline of 5th August. 
However, the proposal was considered by the University’s Academic Programmes Committee (APC) on 24th July. The 
proposal to close the PGCE was given strategic approval by APC but without full consideration of responses received 
from staff, their representatives, former trainees and partnership schools. APC also gave its Chair authority to give 
final approval after the 5th August deadline. Through UCU taking up the matter, agreement has been reached that the 
final decision will be delayed until APC meets again on 25th September.

Is it about quality? – no
The PGCE was judged to be Outstanding by OfSTED in 2009 and consistently receives very positive evaluations from 
its students and from the schools in which they are trained. Bizarrely, a Degree Scheme Review took place after the 
closure proposal was released. This very positively endorsed the continuation and further development of the PGCE. 
Even the University acknowledges that there are no issues about the quality of the programme. 

Is it about finances? – no 
Financially, the programme does not generate a large surplus but that is common for postgraduate courses. Numbers 
have dropped somewhat over the last ten years but the course is still financially viable. 

Is it about the external environment? – no
Numbers of places on a PGCE are controlled by Government which also sets out a regulatory framework within which 
courses run. There is a potential threat from Government policy about teacher training moving into schools but this 
has been exaggerated by the University in the proposal which misrepresents the likely impact on the Bath PGCE.

So, what is behind this closure proposal? 
The main argument seems to be in terms of what is referred to as a “poor strategic fit” with the mission and strategy of 
the University as it moves forward in that the teaching on the programme is not “research-led”. Whilst it is true that the 
programme is taught by staff who are not research active, current research is embedded within their teaching and it 
hard to see how this can significantly damage the overall standing of the Department. It is a weak argument for 
closing the course compared to arguments for keeping it going not to mention the reputational damage which will 
follow from closing it. So questions still remain:

• Why is the University of Bath proposing to be the first high-ranking UK University to close its PGCE course? 

• When all its peers seem to value and have a commitment to being involved in teacher training – why doesn’t 
Bath see it that way?

What you can do about it

Write to the Deputy Vice Chancellor Kevin Edge.  When the Academic Programmes Committee meets on 
September 25th it will hear what people have had to say about the plan to close the PGCE.  Add your voice 
to those who have already said that Bath University should continue its outstanding record of teacher 
training.



A more detailed consideration of the issues

Why should the University of Bath have a PGCE programme?
The University of Bath clearly wishes to be seen as a world-class university and much of the recent University 
Strategy document for 2013-16 is about international recognition and global impact. However, the University clearly 
has a physical location in Bath and a local context which it should not ignore. This closure proposal has already done 
damage to the reputation of the University and carrying it through to a decision will worsen this. In the short time since 
the release of the proposal, a steady stream of statements of support from staff in schools and former trainees have 
been received who cannot believe that the University is considering withdrawing the programme.

Although the University must run in a business-like way, it is primarily a seat of learning through its teaching and 
research. A university, particularly one like Bath, should see itself in the educational continuum from schooling to 
higher level study. All universities recognise the importance of their links with schools, particularly in their local areas. 
This is not just self-interest – some universities recruit high numbers of students from their locality, others, like Bath, 
may not currently but future policy changes may make local links even more important. We believe there is a broader 
responsibility of the University to engage and enthuse young people to aspire to higher education. 

The University should take an active part in training the next generation of teachers. It is perhaps for this reason that 
nearly all universities in the UK including Oxford and Cambridge offer PGCE programmes. Internationally, top world 
universities like Harvard have large Education departments and are actively involved in initial teacher education. 

In the UK, other universities seem to see their links with schools as being particularly important in the context of 
widening participation programmes linked with Access Agreements. On an annual basis, the sustained contact of 
University of Bath PGCE students working for a substantial proportion of their time in local schools must stand 
favourably alongside other outreach and WP activity in schools.

Beyond this, contact with local schools benefits not only the Department of Education but potentially other University 
Departments who wish to conduct research studies with young people. This is an untapped resource which we do not 
feel the University has ever fully appreciated or sought to exploit the potential.

The PGCE also has an extremely good employment record and not only makes a valuable contribution to PGT 
statistics but also places alumni in positions of influence in local schools and in other parts of the country. It is hard to 
quantify this benefit in terms of their role as ambassadors in encouraging young people to apply to the University of 
Bath. 

Specific arguments given for closure

1 ‘Poor strategic fit’
We can understand the University’s drive for excellence through research-led teaching. Following strategic decisions 
(with the approval and support of the central University administration) over the last ten years or more, staffing of the 
PGCE programme has moved from research-active Lecturers to Teaching Fellows. With no time available within 
Teaching Fellow contracts for research, there are limited opportunities for teaching to be ‘research-led’ in the sense 
that staff working on the programme bring their own teaching into their teaching. We would argue strongly that 
teaching is ‘research-informed’ if not directly ‘research-led’ and all staff expose their students to current research in 
their subject areas. This academic engagement is a crucial difference between PGCE routes to becoming a teacher 
and other non-PGCE routes. Schools value this and the fact that the PGCE carries M-level credits is seen to be of 
great value to students and their potential employers.

There are a lot of things which could be done to improve the strategic fit rather than cutting the programme. It is not 
the case that teaching staff would not be able to conduct research given time and resources and it seems unjust to 
criticise the programme for this limitation. Even in those Departments or Schools of Education in other universities 
(like Bristol and Exeter) where a higher proportion of research-active staff work on PGCE courses, their own research 
fields do not always contribute directly to their teaching. Working on a PGCE is very demanding for even research-
active staff to undertake high quality research. 

A more detailed examination of the relationship between research and teaching in PGCE programmes in other 
universities might also reveal a ‘poor strategic fit’ and yet they still run them. The benefits discussed above would 
seem to outbalance this one perspective in taking a broader view of the value of a PGCE programme.



2 Perceptions of Government policy and funding
This is where we believe the University has made a significant error of interpretation. The Vision document (Paragraph 
16) states:

“The shift to school-based training for teachers is likely to result in a reduction in the number of funded 
places for university departments. More than half of all places could be allocated to school-based1 
programmes within two years.”

There is very little evidence to support this assertion. Without going into too much detail, Government policy focuses 
at present on an initiative called School Direct. 

There is a statement is to be found in the Rationale document (Paragraph 1.5):

“… there is a risk that numbers will be progressively transferred from HEIs to expand the School Direct 
programme in the future.”

This reveals a misunderstanding of how School Direct works which requires schools to bid for training places 
themselves but (and this significant point seems to have been missed) they must work with a provider (most 
frequently a university offering a PGCE) as the schools themselves do not have the authority to make 
recommendations for Qualified Teacher Status. School Direct numbers are allocated to schools but come back to the 
provider which also receives all the associated funding in terms of student fees. 

There is a threat at present from policy towards core allocations of ITT places for universities. Where core allocations 
have been reduced in some parts of the country, universities affected have worked hard in collaboration with schools 
to replace their core with School Direct places. We have not had to do this due to our Outstanding OfSTED grade.

Government policy is also contradictory. At the same time there is pressure for ‘school-led’ teacher training, the 
Government has also endorsed the importance of universities being involved. 

School Direct does not present a threat to university PGCE programmes provided that universities, as we do, have 
good relationships with their partnership schools. In any case, School Direct has not been as successful as the 
Government hoped. This estimate of 50% of training places through School Direct in two years is wildly over-
optimistic. Targets are continually being reviewed and more pressure is being put on schools to sign up but there are 
also strong suggestions that policy may be changed. Estimates vary but less than half of the 10 000 places reserved 
for School Direct this year have been filled. 

There is also considerable variation across England. In our area, most schools working with all four local HEI 
providers remain to be persuaded that there is anything in School Direct for them. Repeated discussions suggest that 
our partnership schools are very content with the way we work together and they do not want to go for School Direct. 
As you will have seen from those who have written in to protest against this proposal, they value having University of 
Bath trainees and are keen to employ them as teachers in their schools. They know they have a choice of provider to 
work with locally but they recognise the quality of our University of Bath trainees and wish to continue working with us.

3 Financial viability
There are some points in the rationale document about funding which it is important to address. It is true that we have 
difficulty in recruiting to some shortage subject courses such as Science, Modern Foreign Languages and the new 
Computer Science course but these are by definition shortage subject and other providers (and School Direct) face 
very similar challenges. The problem of meeting our allocation of training places is also exacerbated by difficulties in 
securing sufficient school placements. There are a lot of pressure on schools at present (hence them not being 
persuaded to engage with School Direct) and this is a real issue for us. There are some other pressures on 
programme costs identified in the Rationale document (Paragraphs 1.6) about the new UCAS admissions system 
which is replacing GTTR next year and alignment of external and University QA processes but these have relatively 
small impact on the overall budget. We would welcome the opportunity to discuss the financial viability of the 
programme and ways expenditure might be reviewed short of closing the programme down. There has been no 
discussion of this with us.

1 The terms ‘school-based’ and ‘university-based’ are highly misleading. Since 1992, 24 out of a 36 week 
PGCE course take place in school. There is no such thing as a university-based initial teacher training 
programme. Similarly there are very few totally school-based training places.



4 Quality
The one mention of quality in the documents is the recognition that the PGCE programme is recognised by OfSTED 
as Outstanding. We would have thought that a broader assessment of the quality of programme as measured by 
external and internal processes would have been a more significant factor in the discussion. Student feedback is very 
positive as is feedback from our partnership schools. One is tempted to ask how quality balances against the 
‘strategic fit’ argument? Apart from the annual monitoring of programmes, the University’s system of five-yearly 
Degree Scheme Reviews provides a holistic overview of a programme and makes a judgement of whether or not it 
should continue. It is ironic that a few days after the release of the proposal the PGCE Degree Scheme Panel 
unanimously recommended not only the continuation of the programme but its further development to enhance the 
provision. We sincerely hope that this DSR summative judgement will have an influence on how this proposal is taken 
forward.

5 Graduate and Research Department of Education
The PGCE closure is one of a series of proposals for the Department centred around the notion of a Graduate and 
Research Department (i.e. losing its undergraduate courses). Graduate Schools of Education at Bristol and Exeter 
Universities are cited as possible models. In itself, this aspect of the consultation proposals is worthy of consideration. 
However, the whole notion of a Graduate Department makes no sense without a PGCE and significantly weakens the 
strength of the whole structure. This view was endorsed by the Head of ITE at the University of Leicester who was the 
external member of the Degree Scheme Review panel.

The PGCE forms the foundation of the Graduate Schools in both Bristol and Exeter and is still, despite the problems 
with Government policy, seen to be not only a stable income stream but an essential part of the continuum from initial 
teacher training to Masters and then to Doctoral studies. If the decision to withdraw the PGCE goes ahead, there is a 
threat to the whole practicality of a Graduate Department and thereby potentially to the Department of Education as a 
whole. 

Removal of the undergraduate programmes and creation of a Graduate Department without a PGCE would, to our 
minds, be a very high risk strategy for the future security of the Department of Education and I am sure that this would 
not have been the intention of those presenting these proposals.

A Graduate Department with a PGCE, however, opens up possibilities for a reorientation of the Department and 
greater collaboration with schools on teacher professional development to provide continuity in leading our former 
trainees and other teachers into Masters programmes and beyond.


