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Beginning as an ITE tutor can be both a daunting and an exciting experience. Here, 
three secondary mathematics ITE tutors, recently appointed to their posts, reflect on 
the experience of their first year or so in the job. Each has a different story to tell, 
indicating the variety and breadth of strengths that each of us brings to the role of 
ITE tutor. Yet the similarities in these descriptions of their journey through that first 
year are also evident. The following three accounts were written during the 
academic year 2006 - 2007. 

BECOMING A SECONDARY MATHEMATICS EDUCATION TUTOR: O NE 
YEAR ON 

JANE LAWRENCE, UNIVERSITY OF EXETER 

One of the first things you notice on becoming an ITE tutor is that the job is just that, 
one of an ITE tutor: what it is not is an adjustment in your role as a mathematics 
teacher or a simple extension of your classroom practice.  The pattern of your days 
change, the nature of the demands change, the ages of the students change and the 
way that you view your own classroom practice changes in subtle and not so subtle 
ways!  Probably the biggest teaching challenge, though, is the making explicit all 
those tacit understandings that add up to a teaching personality or style: the tips, 
tricks and techniques that you absorb as a classroom teacher.  No matter how much 
ITE mentor work you have done in school, the emphasis changes markedly when 
reflecting on the art and craft of teaching becomes your principle responsibility. 

I joined a very well established secondary mathematics PGCE course in September 
and was immediately impressed by the rigour and professionalism in the course.  
Teachers, and teacher trainers in particular, are vulnerable to getting a less than 
complimentary press, so it was delightful - though not at all surprising - to find 
myself involved in an outstanding course and working with an excellent set of 
trainees.  The managerial and administrative demands of the course are the 
responsibility of the subject leader and I can concentrate on developing my offerings 
and thinking how my experience can be translated into meaningful learning 
opportunities for some of the next cohort of teachers.  I’m in the very privileged 
position of having a reduced teaching load whilst I develop a research profile and so 
I do try to give the teaching I do a fair amount of thought! 

Turning to what that teaching might be, I’ve tried to use a variety of approaches in 
the course that I’ve used in the classroom, to reflect the variety of working styles that 
trainees could and should be considering in their teaching.  Inspired by Susan Wall at 
the 2006 AMET conference, I’ve been dabbling with the ‘Improving learning in 



  

mathematics’ resource this year and it will become much more prominent in my 
planning for next year.  Malcolm Swan’s brief summary of the approaches ‘Towards 
more active learning approaches’ (available on the Maths4Life website: 
www.maths4life.org) has been useful.  His book ‘Collaborative learning in 
mathematics: a challenge to our beliefs and practices’, which I’ve only recently 
discovered and am currently reading, will, I’m sure, become an increasingly 
important resource.  Other useful material has come from Pat Perks and Stephanie 
Prestage, at the University of Birmingham, all the time looking to explore open and 
collaborative learning with the trainees, to sit alongside interactive whole-class 
teaching.   

Reading is a large part of my working life at the moment.  I’m taking an MSc in 
Education Research this year, which involves a huge amount of literature, and am 
also reading to inform my own research, which is just starting out.  Consequently, 
getting round to reading all of the background material that I would like to inform 
the PGCE work is a challenge.  That said, however, there is some overlap and 
reading with such breadth and depth into a subject that I find so enjoyable is a treat.  
The other ‘research’ area that I find challenging is official publications - is it just me, 
or is trying to keep up with all of the published documentation a near-impossible 
task, particularly given that none of the material is routinely issued to us and regular 
hunting is required to keep anything like up-to-date?  Rant over …! 

The people who are the essence of the job, the trainees, are a joy.  They have periodic 
days back in college, taken out of their school-based work, and one such day was last 
Friday.  They have just finished their first placement and Friday was the end of the 
induction week in their second placement.  It was just such a pleasure, all of them 
full of their first placement, half of them employed for September, most of them 
totally exhausted - the atmosphere was to treasure.  They are such a positive and 
dedicated group of people; great fun but wholly committed to becoming good 
teachers with the interests of their pupils at heart.   They are a privilege to work with 
and go some long way towards compensating for how much you do miss working 
with children in school. 

Another great privilege is getting out into schools to visit the trainees on placement.  
Not only do you get to see them growing as teachers (and as people) and developing 
their professional skills, you are also regularly blown away by the teachers you meet; 
by their energy and by the sheer hard work that goes into providing an excellent 
education for so many children.  I hope this doesn’t sound too fanciful but it really is 
a privilege to get into different schools and see the variety of things going on, a right 
that all teachers (not to mention legislators!) should be granted. 

So, how has this year gone?  As I alluded to in the opening paragraph, I was 
expecting to find that this job was a development of what had gone before and in 
some respects it is, in that teaching experience does inform some of what you do.  
However, the job in its entirety is quite a culture shock.  The deadlines have moved 
and I think that’s the big one:  the sessions are longer, there are fewer of them and 



  

they don’t fill up the whole day.  The ‘pupils’ are older and this, for me, brings its 
own challenges as I learn to relate to a group of adults rather than children.  Finally, 
the relative freedom is a challenge, though perhaps that seems an odd thing to say?  
Although there are constraints in ITE, it seems to me at this early stage in my career 
that we are not constrained in quite the same way as teachers, that there is a very 
welcome challenge in the freedom you have to contribute to the development of a 
provision that is quite distinctive and which reflects your own vision of what 
mathematics teaching can be. 
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STARTING IN SECONDARY MATHEMATICS ITE 

DON NEWTON, BIRMINGHAM CITY UNIVERSITY  

I started my mathematics teaching career over thirty years ago, learning from some of 
the greats of mathematics teaching, most being disciples of the awe- inspiring Caleb 
Gattegno. The ATM then, as now, was very influential in my development as a 
mathematics teacher. Having taught in mathematics classrooms for over twenty 
years, my eye was taken ‘off the ball’ for ten years as I ran a large comprehensive 
school. At the age of 50, after a serious illness, I returned to the mathematics 
classroom for five years where I would argue I did some of my best teaching. I was 
then much wiser, had learnt so much more about how children learn, courtesy of 
Mike Hughes and his wonderful Lessons are for Learning, and was able to 
concentrate solely on learning in my classroom. This also gave me time to renew my 
mathematics contacts from the past and to read the expansive wealth of mathematics 
literature that had been written whilst my mind was elsewhere. 

It was after this that I was fortunate enough to gain the position at the University of 
Central England (UCE), Birmingham (now Birmingham City University), as course 
leader for the PGCE secondary mathematics course. To have a third career at this age 
was totally refreshing and I came to the post full of the thirst and passion I had had 
as a teacher over thirty years ago.  

The course I inherited was still in its infancy. It had been set up two years earlier by 
the impressive and greatly talented Chris Bills, co-author of a magnificent ATM 
publication, Thinkers. So I was taking over a course that was founded on all that was 



  

good in mathematics education and I was fortunate to learn so much from Chris 
before his departure. 

It was with this passion that I took up the post as a ‘rookie’ two years ago. I decided 
to draw on the mathematics network that had served me so well in the past and 
quickly made contact (again) with the ATM. The other starting point for me was 
attending the Association of Mathematics Education Teachers (AMET) annual 
conference in Birmingham where I made contact with some of the lecturers running 
similar courses around the country; Dave Miller at Keele University, Phil Bamber at 
Liverpool Hope University, Frank Eade at Manchester Metropolitan University 
amongst many others. This event had a major impact on enabling me to make the 
steep climb up the learning curve of ITE for me. 

I was determined that the trainees on the course at UCE should have access to the 
rich experiences I had had as a young mathematics teacher all those years ago. The 
network of people I met at the AMET conference and subsequent ATM meetings 
enabled me to put together a course that attempts to create that same rich experience 
of the 1970s, coupled with the growth of mathematics education in the years since.  

Below is a description of the course and some of its key elements. I am somewhat 
embarrassed to give it this exposure in the light of the many wonderful courses 
around the country that have given me many of the constituent parts of this course. 
So, apologies to those people who recognise ‘their bits’ collected by this ageing 
magpie of good practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following elaborates on this pictorial summary of activities in the secondary 
mathematics PGCE course. 

Trainees
1:1 Buddying

Trainees/
Don run

workshops 
In schools Subject 

knowledge
workbooks

Last years 
trainees return

Maths
Teachers 

deliver some 
workshops

at UCE

‘Experts’
into UCE:

Doug Averis
(IWB)

All trainees
given laptops

1:1 tutoring
with pupils

prior to SATS/
GCSE

U.C.E 
workshops

ATM 
Workshops

PDS 
Projects

Harvard 
(TfU Course) 



  

The ATM, its workshops and journal, Mathematics Teaching    

All my trainees become members of the ATM and we attend the East Midlands 
branch workshops currently run by Geoff Tennant, from the University of Leicester, 
on Saturday mornings. These events have enabled the trainees and me to hear and 
work with some of the greats in UK mathematics education - Anne Watson, Mike 
Ollerton, Doug French and, recently at the Bishops Castle ATM workshop, Derek 
and Barbara Ball. This has led to the UCE sponsoring two trainees to attend the 
ATM annual Conference. Feedback will take place at one of the ‘mathematics 
socials’ we hold at strategic times throughout the course, particularly welcomed 
when the trainees lose contact with each other when on long teaching placements. 
This will now become a regular part of the course. The ATM journal, Mathematics 
Teaching, is also an invaluable resource for generating discussion and for new ideas. 

I am intending to use our visits to the ATM workshops, and the journal, as resources 
and stimuli for the Level 7 (M-level) work of the course next year. 

Returning NQT’s   

The course starts with a panel of newly qualified teachers (NQTs) from the previous 
year’s course meeting the new trainees. This is a real success and is the precursor of 
weekly Friday meetings with a different NQT returning at 3.30pm to field prepared 
questions from the trainees. These Friday sessions continue for the five weeks the 
trainees are at the university. They then continue at dates throughout the course on 
the odd days when the trainees return to the university from their placement schools. 
This culminates in the final meeting after Easter when the NQT and the trainees 
discuss the NQT year and how one steps up to teaching a full timetable! 

Maths teachers teach some workshops   

Five Advanced Skills Teachers (ASTs) and two Heads of department deliver 
workshops on the course. A question asked last year was ‘Is what Don teaches us 
wishful thinking or reality?’ What an appropriate question! 

1:1 Buddying    

Each mathematics trainee is paired with a PGCE trainee from Drama, Art, Music or 
Design Technology who needs some support with passing the QTS numeracy skills 
test. They work on a Monday for 2 hours one-to-one (this is a timetabled 
commitment for all mathematics trainees) and most offer further sessions informally. 
It has proved a great success for both parties. When else do trainees get such an 
opportunity? 

‘Experts’ deliver some workshops   

This year, for example, Doug Averis from Keele University ran two whole day 
sessions on the use of the IWB in mathematics teaching. These sessions are also 
open to the mathematics mentors from the partnership schools. It enables the trainees 
to pair up and work with their mentor from their placement school. Other ‘experts’ 
this year have included Don Steward and Dave Hewitt.  



  

Workshops in Schools   

Each year the trainees and I are attached to a whole year group of pupils in a school 
and in pairs we offer a selection of workshops. This, again, involves the trainees 
working alongside mentors in schools. The highlight this year was the day spent 
working with all 150 pupils in a Secondary Special School; this will now become a 
regular event in the course as it was such a rich experience for the trainees. 

The Harvard experience (Teaching for understanding, Project Zero)   

For the last two years, I have taken some trainees to this week-long course at the 
Harvard School of Education. It is an international course run by Howard Gardner 
and Dave Perkins and, quite simply, is the greatest educational experience of my 
entire life - this is also the view of the trainees on their return. The schools have been 
very generous in paying for their prospective NQT’s to attend such a course. For 
further information on the course contact www.gse.harvard.edu/ppe 

Partnership Development Schools (PDS) projects  

For the past two years, I have involved the trainees in the PDS projects I have been 
leading. Pairs of trainees, with their mentors, have been looking at improving the 
practice of trainees working in mathematics classrooms with the class teacher. Once 
again, this has involved the trainees working with their mentors. This coming year 
sees another PDS project running within the course. 

Moodle  

The course has an intranet system which enables trainees to communicate with each 
other as well as myself and is an invaluable vehicle for sharing resources and ideas.  

The Future  

Despite all these efforts, the biggest improvement in the course will come from 
working with mentors and integrating the work of the university with the work in 
school mathematics departments. Given the dearth of mathematics advisors etc 
working in schools, I see a great opportunity for work here as an ITE tutor. My 
experience to date shows that the mathematics departments are only too willing for 
the input. Now all that is needed is the time to do it. 
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ON BECOMING AN ITE MATHEMATICS TUTOR 

MARK SIMMONDS, UNIVERSITY OF NOTTINGHAM 

To start with, a little background. I have been a teacher for about twenty years. I 
began as a secondary physics teacher, had spells as a Head of Year and Head of 
Physics and worked as a supply teacher in a couple of primary schools. Latterly, I 
joined an 11-16 comprehensive as a supply mathematics teacher. There, I was later 
made permanent, worked as joint second in mathematics and was then supported 
both to become an Advanced Skills Teacher (AST) and to move to working 3 days 
per week following the birth of my son. I had never held responsibility for mentoring 
our four yearly ITE trainees there, but had always taken an interest in working with 
them in my classroom and contributing towards their assessments. 

 

During my second year as a part-time AST, I tutored some ITE trainees on placement 
from the University of Nottingham, observing lessons, offering feedback, liaising 
with mentors and responding to reference requests. I enjoyed the work but was still 
happy in classroom teaching so had to think long and hard when encouraged to apply 
for a newly vacant position as an ITE tutor.  I took the plunge, as I felt that this 
change of job was too intriguing a prospect to turn down.  The opportunity to 
influence the thinking and practice of beginning teachers seemed to extend my 
concept of what the AST role had been about: sharing what I knew of good practice 
as widely as possible. 

Having sampled a small part of the job already, I enjoyed the summer break without 
too much apprehension. I was, however, fairly scared by the prospect of standing up 
in front of a large group of adults and NOT KNOWING THE ANSWERS … as a 
teacher of mathematics to GCSE level I’d usually been able to respond to sensible 
questions, but this was going to be different. Would my very rusty A-level 
mathematics knowledge be sufficient to allow me to be taken seriously by those with 
recent degrees in the subject who were training to teach it to A-level? 

I had read a few books about teaching mathematics over the course of the preceding 
few years (Jo Boaler’s Experiencing School Mathematics having been particularly 
influential) but I would be entering a School of Education where people with Dr or 
even Professor before their names had shelves full of their own personal ones – 
would I be able to function adequately despite my relative ignorance of learning 
theory, etc? 

When I joined the School of Education at the end of the summer, the most obvious 
shift was to having an office and working with NO BELLS! I was suddenly 
responsible for planning my own time. My diary became a constant companion as (to 
my colleagues’ amusement) did long “To Do” lists, featuring trademark rectangular 
boxes for shading upon completion. My desk supported a computer, which 
bombarded me with emails – something I had rarely used up until that point – most 



  

of which weren’t actually aimed at me, so I had to learn to discern those which I 
should read. As the course ran on all of the days of the week, it was necessary to 
become more flexible with my three days than I had been whilst at school. It is 
possible to be very grateful for a nearby mother-in-law! 

I was fortunate to be able to observe a few of the team’s mathematics method 
teaching sessions before I had to lead my first one. I marvelled at the trainees’ 
keenness, their ability to discuss ideas purposefully for minutes at a time without 
having to be kept on task with constant prompts and reminders. I began to pick up on 
the team’s ethos – learning was something to be encouraged through groupwork, 
discussion, card sorting, poster presenting etc – all exciting stuff from my point of 
view. I learned to use Powerpoint, although still, I confess, only to a basic standard.  
At this stage, I was never without a list of questions to ask of my colleagues and to 
their great credit, Stef and Andy never ran out of patience.  I had not looked forward 
to my own first session solo. My phobia for being without answers was in full force 
as I had been allocated the topic of mathematics 14-19. I had never taught it beyond 
GCSE myself and had never worked in a FE college. I read the relevant chapters of 
our main course reader, Linda Haggarty’s (Ed) Aspects of Teaching Secondary 
Mathematics. I downloaded, and had photocopied, sections of the Smith and 
Tomlinson reports to read and chop up for poster making, included a mathematical 
starter in my Powerpoint presentation, and sneaked in my favourite mathematical 
song to add some colour. The three hours flew by. Phew. I certainly couldn’t answer 
all of their questions, but I did feel that I’d managed to help them to identify some of 
the main issues and to think about them constructively.  Already I was moving to a 
new understanding of the role – that of facilitator of learning as opposed to fount of 
all knowledge! 

As the term moved swiftly on, I was grateful for the Nottingham team’s mathematics 
booklets, really helpful materials upon which to base sessions, which are also used as 
distance learning materials by our flexible PGCE trainees. (I spent some hours the 
following summer re-shuffling these and much other material on the PGCE 
mathematics WebCT page – another new arena for me.) I was also given 
responsibility for running the PGCE mathematics portal area – where we share 
resources created by trainees, useful weblinks etc. I was aided in this by two very 
helpful volunteers, Alex and Caroline, who both left me standing in terms of ICT 
skills and who created an online diary/calendar for the course and our very own 
website. 

Working with my Professional Studies tutees, a mixture of trainees from all of our 
six PGCE subject areas, was a genuine pleasure from the outset. We followed a well 
planned course of sessions on the role of the tutor, teachers’ professional 
responsibilities etc. The trainees were given responsibility for planning and 
delivering seminars on key areas and these were stimulating and often creative … 
speed dating for potatoes is indelibly etched on my memory. 



  

My own mathematics method tutees were booked in for one-to-one tutorials as part 
of their ongoing professional development. We discussed and set targets on matters 
such as their QTS skills tests, their work on written assignments and their progress 
towards demonstrating satisfactory mathematics subject knowledge using the 
dreaded Diagnosys test. I gradually felt that I was getting to know them better as 
individuals, but a year really does fly by and then a new cohort arrives, so this time is 
precious and listening perhaps more valuable than teacher talk (when will I ever 
learn?!). About this time, the return of my esteemed colleague, Kieran Murphy, 
added wise words and daily laughter to life in the office, for which I was (and am) 
very grateful.  

Another new experience was the marking of assignments, new again this year as we 
are now marking at M-level. I had to read lengthy pieces of writing, assess their 
quality and offer trainees guidance on how they might improve their work. 

The next phase of the course involved me (albeit peripherally) in the ordeal of 
allocating trainees to placement schools – slips of paper with school details on and 
others with trainee names laid out geographically across a cluster of tables. It all 
reminded me of WW2 mission control scenes from black and white films. 

School visits were tricky to schedule and there were always alterations due to trainee 
illness, unexpected INSET days etc. I rode miles on my motorbike, stripping off 
outer garments in staffrooms to reveal “Superteacher” beneath. 

I met hardworking professional mentors who do this onerous extra task, usually for 
love more than money and deal with such a range of needs and aptitudes on the part 
of our trainees. I tried to be friendly and approachable, but when should I offer 
guidance to a mentor in order to effect the best support for my trainees? Might I 
sometimes need to be firm with a mentor and take an opposing view?  

I observed my trainees progress from quivering novices to (in many cases) teachers 
of interesting and involving lessons. I was repeatedly struck by just how difficult it is 
to shift the practice of one who has strong preconceived ideas of how they will do 
the job and, conversely, by the rapidity of the progress of those who are open-
minded, reflective and genuinely thirsty for useful guidance in their quests to become 
good classroom teachers. I struggled to balance constructive criticisms with praise at 
the end of a lesson - how best to try to get the trainee to be genuinely and 
constructively reflective? 

I had to talk trainees into persevering when they felt overwhelmed. I had to counsel 
one that it might be best to leave the course since the task of relating to adolescents 
and trying to manage their behaviour was one with which he was proving unable to 
grapple. I had to tell two that they were failing to reach the Standards, and oversee 
their observation by our external examiner, as well as attending two special cases 
committees with one of these about plagiarism in written assignments.  

During this period, it was gratifying to support my tutees through the process of job 
applications. I wrote references, reviewed application letters and heard of their 



  

interview experiences – once again all new experiences. Many trainees were 
successful at the first or second attempt; some had to persevere for longer, but all 
were hitched up to schools by the end of the course, except for the one who had 
decided on medicine, the one who was returning to engineering, the one who wanted 
to travel first …. 

To end, some learnings and some concerns. I have reached the stage where I can tell 
people that I am an ITE mathematics tutor and not feel that I’m bluffing, but … I 
intended to continue to do some classroom teaching to “Keep my hand in” and so far 
this has not happened – I am beginning to feel less like a classroom teacher – is this 
OK? 

I have learned that entertaining classroom performers, such as I strove to be myself, 
do not necessarily engender the best learning in their pupis. This has led me to 
reappraise my self-image as a teacher. 

How DO children learn and how do they learn BEST? I’m sure I must have picked 
up some more clues in the past year and a half but I still feel that I have relatively 
little understanding. (I am currently enjoying reading Anne Watson’s Raising 
Achievement in Secondary Mathematics and pondering the plasticity and multi-
facetedness of “Ability”). 

Will I ever be able to read enough to recognise most of the books my trrainees 
reference in their writing, or to feel that I know what thoughts are out there on a 
given topic? The MA in education which I plan to enrol on this summer should help. 

How should I best try to keep a handle on the next government initiative? I naively 
expected that University Education Schools would somehow be kept directly 
informed, but this doesn’t appear to be the case. 

Finally, I am aware that I am preparing people to become socialisers of the young 
(agents of the state?). Is it important that I try to share with them my own shakily 
founded social justice agenda? 

The most important message which I do intend to try to communicate, having gained 
increasing confidence in its veracity, is that to teach to the test mostly results in 
shallow, disjointed learning. Oh and also, in the words of my colleague Andy Noyes’ 
star interviewee from a recent research project, “If you’re textbook, you’re 
boring……innit!”  
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