
26 | NATE | Teaching English | Issue 19

“Many good 
teachers are 
heading for 
the exit door. 
They take 
their potential 
to be a role 
model to 
beginning and 
developing 
teachers out 
of the door 
with them.”

‘If you are good English teacher, is the only way to gain 
status, influence and a decent salary through becoming a 
manager?’ That’s the old dilemma, and it represents a 
profound tension in teaching that has a long history. 
The usual answer is ‘yes’ – and the consequence is often 
that the best teachers leave the classroom (where the 
research shows that they have the most important impact), 
and at least some of their expertise is lost to future students. 
Such teachers certainly can go on to be inspirational Head 
Teachers, excellent teacher educators, rigorous inspectors 
– there are many pathways – but most developed education 
systems are trying to grapple with the vital need to recruit 
and retain the best teachers in the classroom. Currently 
England has a particularly vicious crisis of falling 
recruitment and rapidly increasing attrition: many good 
teachers are not aiming for leadership, they are just 
heading for the exit door – and, as they leave, they take 
their potential to be a role model to beginning and 
developing teachers out of the door with them.

At this point, I could pen a lengthy diatribe against 
current and previous government policies (and such an 
article would fill several pages). Instead, however, I aim 
to explore this issue in a broader context, escaping mere 
parochialism. I examine some previous success stories, 
such as the ‘Advanced Skills Teacher’ [AST], and the 
emergent model of the ‘Chartered Teacher’. Another 
phenomenon is the interesting but vague concept of 
the ‘Leading Practitioner’. By considering a range of 
possibilities, I hope to provide a focus for thinking 
about how excellent teachers of English can also lead 
excellence in the subject.

What’s in a name?
Research shows that teachers are a modest group.  
They would, for example, never choose to be called an 
‘expert’. This might be seen as a problem: other professions 
have no problem with being called experts – expert 
lawyers or expert medical consultants, for instance. 

Who is leading English – and where are they taking 
it? Whatever happened to ASTs? How can excellent 
teachers of English lead and develop excellence in 
the subject? Against a backdrop of crises in teacher 
recruitment and conditions in the UK, Andy Goodwyn 
reflects on the vital role of ‘expert teachers’ in English, 
and examines the new role of Leading Practitioner.

From ASTs to Leading 
Practitioners – What’s in a Name?
New opportunities for expert teachers of English
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Arguably, if we are to persuade the best graduates to 
join, there has never been a more important time for 
teaching to showcase its expertise and to demand to be 
treated as a ‘top tier’ profession.

The good news is that models of expert teaching, 
whatever title they use, are now common around the 
world. What title might suit you? How about, ‘Highly 
Accomplished Teacher of English and The Language Arts’? 
This is now a 30 year-old scheme from the USA. Or 
what about ‘Leading Teacher’, part of a range of titles 
available to teachers in Singapore? ‘Master Teacher’ is a 
common term in several countries including the USA 
– and was proposed in the UK by the committee that 
rewrote the Teacher Standards as a replacement for the 
AST when that role was summarily abolished in 2013. 
‘Chartered Teacher’ was a national scheme in Scotland 
for a number of years – also abolished; for the English 
variant, see below. For a long time, Ofsted awarded the 
accolade of ‘Outstanding Teacher’.

Each phrase has very different connotations. 
‘Advanced Skills’ suggests technical accomplishment 
and proficiency whilst ‘Chartered’ suggests professional 
status and peer recognition (as in other professions). 
Such differences imply different conceptions of 
what this recognition is intended to achieve. Some 
– like ‘Highly Accomplished Teachers’ – are purely 
recognitions; some – like AST (in England) are 
designations – i.e., they come with a job description and 
a role to play.

In our global village, these terms are being borrowed 
and adapted around the world. A neat example is the AST 
– a term first used in Australia in the 1980s, and adopted 
in England in 1997. In 2015, Australia dropped AST and 
brought in both ‘Highly Accomplished Teacher’ (from 
the USA) and – as the top level – ‘Leading Teacher’ (like 
Singapore). Soon after Scotland dropped its ‘Chartered 
Teacher’ status, England took up the ‘Chartered 
Teacher’ status (formalised by the Chartered College 
of Teaching); its pilot year is well under way – more 
about this later. And suddenly in 2017 the FE sector in 
England introduced ‘Advanced Teacher’ status.

The Advanced Skills Teacher in English
The AST system – which ran in England and Wales 
between 1997 and 2013 – is the only example we have had 
of a decently developed system of this kind: particularly 
significant for English because a very significant 
number of ASTs were English specialists. The strengths 
of this model included that it was externally assessed; 
that the designation only lasted 5 years initially and had 
to be reassessed to continue; that it maintained teachers 
working in their own classrooms for 80% of their time, 
with 20% of the time for ‘outreach’ work; and that it 
had a career structure with an equivalent pay to some 
of the leadership levels. The role was characterised by 
being a role model – i.e., being an exemplary teacher 
in the classroom, observable by others, mentoring 
and supporting other teachers, leading on curriculum 
innovation, and undertaking action research. ‘Outreach’ 
(a highly valued dimension) meant going ‘out’ to other 
schools and settings to be an influence and a support.

The role suffered from initial hostility – the newspapers 
had cartoons of ‘Super Teachers’ flying in classroom 
windows, and the unions did not like it – but later it 
became credible and well-regarded and it is still missed. 
Head Teachers initially resisted ‘outreach’ until they 

recognised their ASTs also brought back good new 
ideas – one element that Academy chains may be able 
to replicate (see below). It was also potentially a truly 
national system – available anywhere in any school – 
and it clearly retained some of the best English teachers 
in their classrooms, enabling them to lead other 
teachers in their development.

The Leading Practitioner in English
The vacuum left after the demise of the AST has led to 
a fertile period of making up new titles. Here is a list of 
job titles from the English section of the TES job ads, all 
appearing in 2018, mostly from Academy chains:

KS4 Progress Leader, English Principal Teacher, 
Teacher/Lead Practitioner, Leadership Coach, English 
Lead Practitioner/Aspiring Lead Practitioner, Executive 
Achievement Director of English, Director of English, 
Director of Learning for English, Literacy Coordinator/
Teacher of English, Specialist Teacher of English, Lead 
Teacher of English, Leading Practitioner in Teaching: 
English, Classroom Teacher of English.

(There are also, of course, simpler titles such as Head of 
English and Teacher of English.)

Leading Practitioner [LP], however, seems to have 
emerged as at least a widely used – and perhaps widely 
recognised – term. It has been given some rather vague 
‘status’ in that it appears in the government guidelines 
for pay scales from £40,000 to nearly £70,000 (in 
Inner London at least), and it receives a mention in the 
current official document from the DFE:

49.1. Except where otherwise provided for in this 
Document, teachers on the leading practitioner pay range 
have the same professional responsibilities and benefit 
from the same rights conferred as all other teachers, other 
than a headteacher. However, additional duties relevant 
to their role in modelling and leading improvement of 
teaching skills may be included in the individual job 
descriptions of such teachers.

33. Schools have discretion to create posts for qualified 
teachers whose primary purpose is modelling and leading 
improvement of teaching skills. There are no national 
criteria for appointment to such posts. Schools should 
advertise any vacancies and appoint candidates as they 
would do for other vacancies, satisfying themselves 
that successful candidates can demonstrate excellence 
in teaching and will be able to contribute to leading the 
improvement of teaching skills.

34. It is the responsibility of headteachers to decide 
whether or not any such posts should contain an element 
of outreach. There is no central requirement for them  
to do so.

Features: Developing English Teachers 

“The AST system retained 
some of the best English 
teachers in their classrooms, 
enabling them to lead other 
teachers in their development 
– and a very significant 
number of ASTs were English 
specialists.”



28 | NATE | Teaching English | Issue 19

Although these statements seems almost defiantly 
indeterminate, some ideas emerge:

• The primary purpose is modelling and leading 
improvement of teaching skills

• Successful candidates can demonstrate excellence in 
teaching and will be able to contribute to leading the 
improvement of teaching skills

• the role might contain an element of outreach – or it 
might not…

• there is some form of reward via a pay scale

What’s in a name (2)?
Although the phrase ‘leading practitioner’ is used here, 
it’s clear that, in an education system that is no longer 
any kind of system, there are many and varied titles and 
designations for an English teacher to ‘aspire’ towards. 
An excerpt from an Academy-style job advert from 
January 2019 for an ‘English Consultant’ might help to 
clarify things:

Who we are looking for:
The role of English Consultant is an exciting post providing 
enormous scope for a talented and creative practitioner 
to work alongside our established central team of English 
Consultants. We are looking for an experienced teacher with 
a deep passion for their subject. Our consultant roles are 
suitable for those with management experience (ideally but 
not necessarily at Head of Department level) or alternatively 

for an aspirant Leading Practitioner. The post would suit 
an ambitious middle leader looking either to broaden their 
subject expertise and responsibilities, or who is considering a 
future leadership pathway to their first headship.

Given the very deliberate non-specification from the 
DfE of any national concept of LP, we can only seek 
to identify certain commonalities and characteristics 
of such roles. However we can speculate – there is 
no research or inspection evidence – that these posts 
do seek to address the perennial dilemma of expert 
teachers, that they do provide the opportunity to lead 
good practice in English whilst remaining a classroom 
teacher for most of the time.

The use of the term ‘consultant’ in the job example, 
for instance, suggests that such LPs can influence good 
practice, developing other English teachers and leading 
English forward. But ASTs were at least nationally credible, 
had genuine local, regional and national networks, and 
were not locked into Academy chains where their 
expertise was owned by their particular school or chain.

The Chartered Teacher of English
A new opportunity for English teachers comes from the 
relatively new Chartered College of Teaching. NATE 
already offers Chartered Teacher status via The English 
Association, though it has had little take up. A number 
of subject associations and learned societies also offer 
this status: the Geography Association has an interesting 
and longstanding scheme. Perhaps more exciting is the 
Chartered College’s development of a new scheme, now in 
its pilot year: it is a generic scheme (i.e. the standards could 
apply to any teacher of any subject). This pilot scheme, 
given that the College has already recruited 27,000 
teachers from the 500,000 work force, might become a 
national level recognition. Further, the College is properly 
independent of government, so no politicians can abolish 
the College or the scheme – giving it the chance to evolve 
and generate credibility over time. Given the retention 
crisis it may well be that Head Teachers will reward 
that status and even recruit Chartered Teachers for that 
purpose. It at least may offer another route for an English 
teacher to become a recognised leading practitioner of 
English and an exemplary professional and role model.

And finally…
As we have seen, the current picture is varied – but there 
is much that might be learnt about what current leaders 
of best practice are trying to achieve and how they are 
leading English in the 21st century. NATE – dedicated 
to best practice in English teaching – would love to 
understand these developments much better. We’d 
like to know more about how the LP role is working 
and to keep a watchful eye on the Chartered College 
developments, and we hope that teachers around the 
country can help us to connect up what is happening in 
relation to leading practice in English.

NATE would be very pleased to hear from Leading 
Practitioners of English (and other variant titles and 
schemes) about their interpretation of the role and how it 
is working. Please email Andy Goodwyn, NATE’s Research 
Officer, at andy.goodwyn@beds.ac.uk.
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“There is much to be learnt about what current 
leaders of best practice are trying to achieve 
and how they are leading English in the 21st 
century. NATE would like to understand these 
developments much better.”


