Factors affecting the wellbeing of trainee teachers: handout for TEAN event, 30/03/11

 (
Perceptions of Fitness to Teach
 – some voices
)

Perceptions of fitness to teach: HE tutors
Tutors from two HEAs reflect on successful outcomes from FtT in the application process for ITET
· ‘The boy with a hearing impairment just had to fill in a quick questionnaire and then support was put in place so he had someone to sign in university and a scribe and I had the loop machine. The person who was suffering with stress just had to go to a counsellor and the counsellor dealt with anything that the student needed but from my memory nothing was different for them.  I think they both felt the support was excellent and even in the school’ (HE Tutor). 
· ‘I’ve had students with both mental health and physical difficulties pass through onto the course and I actually think it gives them a positive boost if they are accepted onto the course.  Implementing reasonable adjustments was so effective and the schools were very supportive of the students’ (HE Tutor). 
HE Tutor’s comments on the mental health stigma in the application process for ITET
· ‘Fitness to Teach – the title itself must put people off and I don’t blame them to be perfectly honest.  I don’t think it’s really about physical fitness but being the right type of person.  I mean fit to teach – it’s not very nice is it! It’s such a difficult area especially around mental health. Physical disabilities are fairly easy and we can always sort things out but mental health is much more difficult.  We often find students with mental health issues won’t declare straight away because they fear the stigmatisation’ (HE Tutor). 
HE Tutor’s comments on confidentiality issues related to a student who has been required to seek support from student support services as a condition of remaining on the course
· ‘I have someone who is in such a mental state that they could be a danger to themselves and children …Now [student services] must be contacted …the trainee must do that or at least give me the permission to do that on their behalf so I’m laying a condition that the services can help and they are going to go back to school ...  It is likely to happen again.  So I want to know they are going to [student services] but I can’t know about it because it’s their business.  So now I have to work out if [student services] can’t tell me due to confidentiality and [the student] could be not telling the truth and doesn’t want to confront her problems but unless she is getting help I am not sure that pupils are safe in her presence...’(Senior academic at HEI). 
Perceptions of Fitness to Teach: Student Services Staff
· ‘I would have thought most of them would have been happy with it as it’s a safe boundary and if nothing else it is showing them that they have passed the fitness test…it shows them they are fine and acts as proof to them that they can do the course.   So yeah I’m sure students are happy with it and quite glad actually.  We don’t just take any student, they must fit the criteria and once they are accepted we are actually putting our stamp of approval on them and saying that they are fine.  I think most are happy with it.  It’s a safeguard for them’ (Student Advisor).
But there can be practical problems:
· ‘We are much more proactive where we can be with making adjustments for students but sometimes it can be major changes and it’s still difficult to make sure everything is in place on time.’ (Student Advisor). 
Student Services staff comments on taking away the stigma of Fitness to Teach
· ‘I think taking away that fear factor is a big thing. …for instance the letters requesting medical evidence are framed sometimes a bit scary as they say that if students don’t get the evidence to them quick enough then they will be regarded as unfit to practise. The wording of things and how it is addressed could be improved in some ways.  Because there is such high anxiety about it and an example I can give is someone that disclosed past mild depression ...  She felt it was a past issue but thought she better disclose this and she had the medical evidence letter and that seemed to upset her. I mean it was a pre-existing thing that she thought was resolved but that letter frightened her and she thought she was going to get chucked off the course’ (Mental health advisor).

· ‘I mean also in Britain we try to say it’s positive to seek help but then as soon as you do people get the perception that they are automatically flawed in some way.  We still have this horrible stigma and whilst we try to use emotional health rather than mental health to get away from this stigma it’s still there’ (Counsellor). 

Perceptions of Fitness to Teach: Students
Students’ reflections on the nature of support from departmental tutors
· ‘It’s just not practical to have someone knowing about your emotional weaknesses when at the end of the day they assess you and write your reference for you.  It’s just not compatible.  I’m not accusing anyone of that but that’s how we feel.’ 
· ‘Our tutor is fantastic and if you email her she will always get back to you.  She is approachable and gives you as much time as she can.  I feel really lucky though because I know other students have tutors that don’t want to support them on a non-academic level so you have to be lucky to get a good one.’ 
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