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This research proposal is centred on a case study into PGCE student perceptions of teaching and how this compares to the reality of their experience, and to identify why differences exist between the two. As a result, this research would critically evaluate the experiences of PGCE students and ask questions as to why there is an increasing number that do not take up positions at the end of the course. This theme is highlighted by research conducted last year by the Centre for Education and Employment Research at the University of Buckingham. A snapshot survey taken six months after they had completed their training found that four out of 10 trainee teachers fail to enter a classroom after finishing their course. It also found that around 15 per cent of trainees drop out of their PGCE courses before they have finished.

This proposal is a product of my own experience of as a lecturer of Secondary PGCE and being aware of how often student teachers commented on how difficult and challenging their in-school experience had proved compared to their perception of it prior to course starting. During PTE1 visits to secondary schools in South Wales student teachers expressed surprise at the mental and physical pressures of being a trainee teacher.   This provoked consideration as to how significant this initial experience is for student teachers in forming mindset and outlook on teaching. In addition, how do these attitudes evolve over the duration of the PGCE year. Also, if the initial experience for student teachers meets or exceeds their expectations, is this a key factor in a positive and successful teacher training experience thus providing a strong base for career progression. It also raises other questions about the role of negative experiences of trainee teachers forming part of the larger narrative that surrounds teaching in general.

[bookmark: _Hlk510086640]This research proposal is also set in the context of declining numbers in applications for ITE and lowering retention rates in the teaching profession. With this in mind, this proposal is a first step in researching the issues surrounding recruitment, conversion and retention rates in teaching. In assessing such a significant and wide-ranging issue, this proposal would provide a logical starting point for further research. The most recent data from UCAS shows that on 18th December 2017, 12,820 people had applied for teacher training. At the same point in the previous recruitment cycle, 19 December 2016, 19,330 people had made applications. This is a drop of 6,510 (33 per cent). The recent UCAS data is supported by figures on the initial teacher-training census for 2017, published by the DfE in November. This data revealed that the government missed its teacher-training targets in all secondary subjects apart from PE and history. Unsurprisingly, the latest UCAS data have been described by Geoff Barton, the general secretary of the ASCL as "alarming" and "pretty disastrous" (The Independent, 2018). Explanations for the sharp fall in numbers highlight teacher workload, teacher accountability, and the appeal of other professional careers that will provide a healthier work life balance. 

Within this picture, it is important to examine specific contexts. Data collated from the EWC's register of education practitioners (May, 2017) indicates that despite there not being a recruitment and retention crisis in Wales, there are concerns regarding new teachers. The aim of this case study would be to advise both ITE providers (both university and schools) and student teachers with findings that could guide provision and support. This could include possible changes to delivery of PGCE in early stages of the course prior to the first teaching practice, for example greater focus on study skills, mindset and working in a professional environment. It could also lead to better informed and strategic support for all professionals working with trainee teachers.

New student teachers, as learners, will view and interpret new information and experiences through their existing network of knowledge, experience and beliefs (Huberman, 1993; Desforges, 1995; Fosnot, 1996; Richardson, 1997).This research proposal acknowledges and anticipates that student teachers’ experiences will be shaped, in part, by what they ‘bring’ to those experiences, including their initial choices to enter the profession, and their prior conceptions and expectations about teaching and initial teacher preparation (Hollingsworth, 1989; Wideen et al, 1998) 

Although this research proposal is born out of long standing issues and experiences in the Welsh education context, its aims and outcome are applicable to the rest of the United Kingdom and beyond. Teacher shortage and teacher attrition has been a challenge for OECD countries in general over the last ten years (De Cooman et al. 2007). There are several reasons for teacher shortages. A majority of the OECD countries are facing a teacher recruitment crisis (Kyriacou and Coulthard 2000), which could be attributed to increased employment options and perceived unfavourable working conditions for teachers (Sinclair 2008a). Survey results suggest that teaching is not seen as an attractive profession, since it is viewed as offering limited job security and career opportunities as well as low pay, prestige and status (Gao and Trent 2009). Another important reason for the shortage is the high level of teacher attrition. Research in a number of countries has demonstrated that a large proportion of newly qualified teachers decide not to enter the teaching profession or leave the profession within their first 5 years of teaching (Lovett 2007; Rots and Aelterman 2009). This early and high teacher turnover is problematic as high teacher turnover rates and teacher shortages are hindering their students' learning progress (White and Smith, 2005).  These pieces of research identify issues that are being faced in Wales and are anticipated to become more acute in the future. 

In producing a case study that examines the difference in perceptions of teaching to the reality of their experience it is crucial to have an understanding of what the key motivation is in wanting to become a teacher. A close examination of this will allow comprehension of how the student teacher’s perceptions and expectations are formed. Research indicates that reasons or motivations given for joining the teaching profession can be placed into three categories (Bastick 2000; De Cooman et al. 2007; Kyriacou and Coulthard 2000; Moran et al. 2001) Firstly, altruistic reasons refer to perceptions of teaching as a socially valuable job, based on the desire to assist children and young people. Secondly, intrinsic reasons, inherent to the job itself. Students cite intrinsic reasons when they refer to their passion and vocation for teaching children in general and their interest in using their subject knowledge in particular. Thirdly, extrinsic reasons in relation to job characteristics not inherent to being a teacher. These are long holidays, salary, status and working conditions. A range of previous studies indicate that student teachers report multiple reasons for choosing to teach rather than one single motivation (Struyven et al, 2012)

This approach of assessing motivation through altruistic, intrinsic and extrinsic viewpoints has been used in a number of pieces of research.  Maldereza et al (2007) offer an alternative framework to look at motivation, expectation and perceptions of student teachers. They identified four areas; the concept of teacher identity, the importance of potential and actual relationships with family and peers (as well as with significant others in schools) The role of emotion—notably in trainees’ reasoning about seeking to become a teacher and (more strongly) in their accounts of their early experiences in schools and the student teachers’ concerns about the relevance of ITP course provision. It was noted that the identification of all four core themes in the experiences of participants, provided an excellent research framework and a method of assessing earlier studies on the same topic. In terms of my research proposal the use of this framework in combination with looking at the altruistic, intrinsic and extrinsic motivates will provide structure and focus in examining the differences between the perception and reality of teaching for trainee teachers.
Research in to the conflict of perception v reality of teaching regarding PGCE students and their responses at key stages of their teaching practice requires rich and personal data and as a result, a word based qualitive approach is the most suitable approach (Cohen, Manion, Morrison, 2009). This would focus on a group of PGCE students across the duration of their course, and as a result form a case study. In an attempt to increase the reliability and validity of this case study, methodological triangulation would be important. Denzin (1970) suggests that this allows the researcher to offset the weakness of one method with the strengths of the other. As such, the methods considered in this proposal would be questionnaires, interviews and participant observation. 

[bookmark: _Hlk510195556]The use of questionnaires would be an appropriate method to start the research process. This would allow large numbers to be surveyed. It would be possible to target an entire PGCE cohort. It would allow a means of identifying shifts in student attitudes and opinions at strategic points on their PGCE experience. Questionnaires would be issued at three strategic points in the year. These would come at the start of the course and then at the end of each teaching practice. The questionnaires aim to establish the perceptions and expectations of student teachers and then measure these at strategic points in the year to assess how the reality of teaching practice had compared to the initial responses from September. Given the range of ideas, experiences and emotions to be surveyed, a clear conceptual map of the questionnaire would be an important first step (Punch, 2009) This would establish the experiences, attitudes, motives and perceptions of education, both in a personal and wider sense. This would be achieved through using a range of questioning techniques. Firstly, using closed ended or pre-coded questions, would allow greater ease of measuring outcomes. An alternative would be to use open ended questions allowing respondents to consider complex issues and opinions and perhaps more personal experiences. It can be argued for a proposal of this nature, the use of a questionnaire that combines both styles of questions would be effective. (Cohen et al 2009)

An appropriate opening would be to use non-threatening and interesting questions to  increase the chances of the questionnaire being finished or engaged with properly (Burns, 2000). For example, a question asking about an inspirational teacher who was significant in the decision to become a teacher themselves would perhaps increase engagement.  This point is reinforced by Bell (2010) who suggests that care is needed with wording and position of the questions, when asking for sensitive information about experiences during teaching practices. The value in placing such questions at the end of the questionnaire is if the respondent abandons the questionnaire there are still answers to earlier questions. Cohen Manion and Manion (2009), support this strategic approach by stressing the importance of commencing a questionnaire with non-threatening questions and moving towards more personalised question later.

Referring to Youngman’s (1982) list of 7 question types, open questions, quantity based, and scale-based questions would be used in combination to investigate motives, expectations and perceptions. This plan would be used in all three questionnaires. In the initial stages of the questionnaire the respondent would reflect on their own education. A Likert scale would be used to assess their feeling and attitudes to their own experiences prior to the PGCE course, at school, 6th form and at University. Scale based questions would also be used to look at expectations of pupil behaviour, how time will be spent at school, the influence of the mentor. This scale-based questions could be a useful tool, if the wording is clear, there are no double questions and no unjustified claims are made about the findings (Bell, 2009). However, it needs to be acknowledged that they are limited in their usefulness in research by their fixity of response because of their need to select from a given choice (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2009). This would lead to the need for the use of open questions to allow respondents to answer on their own terms.

The use of closed questions would enable comparisons across groups in the sample. (Oppenheim, 1992) This would be useful with regards to the research proposal as it would enable comparison between groups based on gender, subject area and even different schools. This point could also be applied to the quantitative questions asking respondents to predict the time spent on key aspects of teaching, such as lesson planning, marking, reflection and evaluation, meeting with colleagues. In the second and third questionnaires across the PGCE course the respondents would be asked to record the actual amount of time spent in these key areas. 

[bookmark: _Hlk510279184]I would allow some open questions to allow participants to write a free account in their own terms These also enable respondents to answer as much as they wish and are useful to investigate complex issues, which do exist within the nature of this research proposal. However, it is important to be aware that open questions could trigger irrelevant and redundant information, could be too open ended leading to confusion, or too long, discouraging completion. (Cohen, et al 2009) Open questions would focus on ‘why the respondent wants to be teacher’, or ‘how their perception of being a teacher compares to previous employment’, or ‘what they feel the greatest challenge is becoming a successful teacher’. These questions would provide the opportunity to gain the richness, authenticity, honesty and hallmarks of qualitative data (Cohen et al 2009).

Bell (2010) states that all data gathering instruments should be piloted. This allows testing of how long it takes respondents to complete the questionnaire, and to check that all instructions and questions are clear. In addition, the pilot can be used to increase the reliability, validity and practicability of the questionnaire. (Oppenheim 1992) One subject group would be selected to complete the questionnaire in advance of the rest of the cohort then making any necessary changes before the bulk of the cohort completed the questionnaire. 

[bookmark: _Hlk510284002]Despite the advantages the use of questionnaires provides, it is important to acknowledge potential problems in their use. Low response rates can be an issue, however the timing and environment would be controlled by issuing the questionnaire in a pre-arranged slot at the university on three separate occasions. This element of structure and control would make it easier to correct with any potential misunderstanding or mistakes. In addition, it has been suggested by (Cohen et al, 2009) that questionnaires do not offer the best method in investigating complex issues.  Burns (2000) supports this by questioning this method if additional probing is required. This is likely to be a factor in an investigation into the differences of perceptions and expectations of trainee teachers. This would support the need for additional methods that could allow probing, such as using interviews. Furthermore, I would also be wary of respondent fatigue given the use of 3 questionnaires set across the year. The use of scaled questions such as Likert scale would yield less information than other kinds of questioning (Burns, 2000) making it more efficient for the respondent. 

As an additional method, the interview is a very good way of assessing perceptions and construction of reality (Punch, 2009). This point is developed by Cohen et al (2009) who state the interview can be used as a flexible tool for data collection, allowing multi-sensory channels to be used and verbal, non-verbal responses to be spoken and heard. In deciding on the type of interview, an unstructured interview would allow a respondent to talk at length and in depth about their experiences as a teacher. This would allow an understanding to develop from the respondent’s viewpoint. However, given that there would need to be several interviews that would cover the groups of students and a range of schools this research would be best served by a semi-structured interview. This would increase the reliability and allow for accurate comparison between groups to take place. 

The questions would be linked to the questionnaire, allowing the opportunity to develop themes in greater depth and detail. Such questions could include the following: describe your own experience in education prior to starting the PGCE; what are the reasons behind your decisions to train to be a teacher?; what influence have family and friends had over your decisions?;  what do you expect the challenges and rewards of the job will be? As stated earlier, with three stages to the process - before the course and then after each teaching practice - the questions in the interview would be adjusted to suit each stage. For example, in the second round of interviews the questioning would progress in to what the greatest challenge was and why that aspect was so challenging. The unstructured element of the interview would allow the respondent to answer and personalise some of the questioning, in order to draw out individual experiences. This would allow understanding of complex behaviour without imposing any prior categorisation which could limit the range of inquiry (Punch, 2009) The sequence of questions would also mirror the questionnaire, with non-threatening questions to open in order that the interviewee feels relaxed and the right environment is created for the remainder of the interview (Bell, 2009). The order of the interview may be controlled while still giving space for spontaneity. Question sequence and wording would be important and should also include the use of precise terms that would be found in the questionnaires. 

The practical aspects of interviewing would based on selection of respondents, managing the interview process and recording. These practical aspects would be based around the structure used for the issuing of the questionnaire at the university. The interviews would follow the questionnaire, at the three distinct stages. The selection of interviewees would be guided by the different groups within the cohort, those with previous work/industry experience, those straight of their degree course, students from different subject areas and from a wide range of different secondary schools. Considering these ‘groups’ would enhance the selection of a representative sample of participants.  As with the questionnaire a pilot interview would take place, to create the opportunity to change and adjust the interview questions and structure.

There is a danger of researcher bias impacting on the use of this method as interviewers are ‘human beings not machines’ and their manner will have an effect on their respondents (Selltiz et al, 1962) With the interview been conducted by one person there could be problems over interpretations one person’s point of view might be judged as prejudice by another (Bell and Opie, 2002) As a result, there will be a need to be vigilant and impose criticality over the interpretation of the data (Bell, 2009) This reinforces the selection of three research methods to offer triangulation and balance the possible effects of researcher bias.

Other potential issues that could arise with using this method is the researcher being open to the quirks and notions of the informant’s interpretation and presentation of reality (Burns, 2000). The researcher is unaware of the ethnographic context in which these perceptions occur, however, the use of other methods such as observation and questionnaires should counter this weakness in the methodology of this research proposal. The other two methods will give some of the ethnographic context and underline the point of not using interviews in isolation.
It will also be important during the interview to be aware of the ‘halo effect’. With the interviews being conducted by a lecturer on the course that the respondent is part of, it could be anticipated that the answers could be influenced by the status of the interviewer. The halo effect may occur if the respondent is providing answers that aim to please. In addition, it would be equally important to acknowledge prestige bias on behalf of the respondent. This could provoke answers designed to not look bad or deflect issues that may have arisen on teaching practice. This would be particularly relevant to the second and third interviews that follow the first and second teaching practice and therefore questions will be carefully designed to mitigate this.

Addressing the triangulation aspect in the proposal, a third method of research would be needed, aimed at increasing the reliability and validity of the findings. The use of observational methods would allow the data collected to be more valid by observing how the trainee teachers behave whilst on teaching practice. In its use with the other methods, it would provide the researcher with a ‘reality check’ by seeing what they do in relation to what they say they do (Robson 2002). This would be centred on the second and third questionnaire/interview stages. Although there appears to be clear advantages in using this technique, it needs to be appreciated that observations require considerable skill and do not provide an easy option Nisbet, (1997). The researcher has extensive experience in this area which would be of benefit here.

Patton (1990) suggests that observational data should enable the researcher to access and understand the situation that is being described. This is an important aspect of this research proposal to understand the specific contexts that the trainee teachers are working in and provide a different perspective on the responses given in the questionnaire and interview process. With the aim of understanding the potential differences in the perceptions and reality of the teacher training experience, the observation process will add greater validity and reliability to the process.
A series of participation observations would offer the best approach. Due to the quantitative nature of this research proposal the use of semi-structured or structured observation would be used. Punch (2009) states that combinations of types of observation are possible. This would be an important consideration in observing trainee teachers in the school environment. Some elements would be structured, for example a specific lesson observation is a structured process using a set of standards. The semi-structured nature of the observation would be derived from the questionnaires and  interviews. This would create a focus and avoid pitfalls identified by Bell (2010) where observations can be seen to lack focus and evolve and change during the process. However, the observation process in this proposal would seek to be more holistic with the focus across a school day. It would be beneficial to observe student teacher behaviour as a stream of actions as they would naturally occur (Punch, 2009). This could include interactions with the mentor, teachers and pupils as well as participation in meetings. This would allow a focus on a wider pattern of behaviour thus complimenting the other aspects of the research process. Observations would be recorded as field notes in the form of descriptions of what happened and pen portraits of the participants in various contexts. The number of observations would aim to sample enough student teachers to enable suitable comparisons to be made between the groups highlighted earlier in the proposal. Also, a balance would be needed between a manageable number and enough to provide sufficient reliability and validity with the findings of the observation process.  

Critical evaluation of the use of observations raises issues over objectivity. According to Bell (2009) observations potentially increase the possibility of bias and subjectivity. Cohen et al (2009) support this stating that criticisms of this method mirror those of qualitative data in general, being prone to subjectivity, bias and being impressionistic in nature. Robson (2002) claims that triangulation and prolonged involvement in the study will counter these issues. In order to negate the theoretical and practical concerns a piloting process would provide the opportunity to practice the recording of notes and descriptions, using a similar rationale for piloting as the other two methods identified in this proposal. 

There are clear ethical considerations related to this proposal. The researcher must be aware that all three methods identified in this proposal are an intrusion into the life of the respondent (Bell, 2010). With the basis of this qualitative research being centred on looking at the differences between perception and reality of teaching and how some trainee teachers have struggled in dealing with this difference, there are ethical issues around safeguarding and well-being. The questioning process in both the questionnaire and interview will probe previous experiences in education. The researcher would have the responsibility to explain what the research focus is and why a person has been asked for interview or observation (Bell, 2010). Cohen et al (2009) develop this point, stating that the respondent must not be coerced into filling in a questionnaire and should be able to withdraw from the research process at any point. Research in this area conducted by Maldereza et al (2007) identified emotion as an important aspect of the decision to become a teacher and training to be a teacher.  With this in mind, the researcher must be aware of the possibility of triggering or magnifying emotions in the respondent that could be related to teaching, or life outside teaching. These principles should apply to the interview stage of the process. The interview process would also have to offer anonymity to protect the interviewee and allow the opportunity to speak openly about the relationship in the school, particularly with the mentor and senior mentor. The potential well-being and safeguarding issues could arise at any point in the duration of the case study, with an increase in potential issues around the interviews and observation phases. It will be imperative that the researcher has sufficient support and response ready to deal with any emotional and psychological reactions to this scrutiny of the teacher training year. 
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