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Introduction 

Using Ireland as an example, this paper explores the rationale behind various selection criteria 

currently used to select suitable candidates for initial teacher education courses.  It examines 

patterns of association between second-level student teachers’ background characteristics on entry 

to their teacher education programme (Professional Diploma in Education (PDE)) and their 

achievement in terms of their final academic and teaching practice grades.  It draws on a 

secondary analysis of existing application and examination data collected from 8 student teacher 

cohorts (2000-2007, N=1,023) who completed their second-level initial teacher education at one 

Irish university. Special attention will be paid to the predictive value of entrants’ prior academic 

performance and teaching experience for their success in the academic as well as practical 

components of their teacher education course. The quality rationale behind academic selection 

criteria is contested on the basis of findings from this study. The positive correlation between prior 

teaching experience and PDE teaching practice grades and the differences in achievement by 

students from different academic backgrounds are discussed. 

Increasingly complex school contexts and the resultant diversification of teachers’ tasks require policy 

makers and teacher educators to pay more attention to the intellectual competencies, personal qualities and 

values and skills necessary for quality teaching in the contemporary school. While research exploring 

indicators for quality teaching and the impact of the same on student learning will continue to struggle on 

conceptual, methodological and data levels, the quality of teachers is increasingly recognized as the most 

important factor in student outcomes that is open to policy influence (OECD 2005; Barber & Mourshed 

2007). As a result, more attention to the criteria for selection into initial teacher education has been defined 

as one of the key ingredients in a teacher quality agenda by the OECD (2005, 12) and the McKinsey Report 

(2007). Furthermore, research that analyses the predictive value of teacher education programme admission 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11092-013-9162-1


 

 

criteria for effective teaching has been identified as a particularly important recommended research topic 

by the AERA Panel in its Report on Research and Teacher Education (2005, 34).  

This paper will contribute to a critical re-examination and evaluation of selection criteria used to recruit 

student teachers to postgraduate post-primary programmes of teacher education in Ireland. It will contribute 

to ‘discussions among stakeholders [in Ireland as well as other contexts] of the role that academic 

attainment, experiential criteria, interviews and reference checks might play in the screening of applicants’, 

as recently recommended by Conway et al. (2009, xxi) in their Report to the Irish Teaching Council. It is 

the first study in the Irish context to explore the predictive value of selection criteria on student teachers’ 

performance in their initial second-level teacher education programme. The analysis of the predictive value 

of one of those criteria – that of prior teaching experience – contributes new knowledge to the body of 

literature on student teacher selection internationally since the impact of that specific criterion has so far 

not been explored in any other context.     

The site of this study, one of the four1 constituent colleges of the National University of Ireland (NUI), is of 

particular significance since the selection process and criteria explored in this paper apply to all NUI PDE 

programmes. Furthermore, course structures and assessment procedures are very similar for all NUI PDE 

programmes. In terms of percentages, graduates from NUI PDE programmes represent about 70% of the 

total cohort of post-primary teachers in the Republic of Ireland. Due to the NUI-wide approach to the 

selection of PDE candidates and the similarities in NUI PDE programme design, delivery and assessment 

(further described in the “Irish Context” section) findings from this analysis are highly transferable in the 

Irish context. They are furthermore highly relevant in an international context since academic and/or 

experiential selection criteria play a key role in identifying suitable candidates for teacher education 

programmes worldwide.    

International context – Selection criteria and impact studies 

Most teacher education programmes in Europe as well as internationally (e.g. US, Canada, China, Hong 

Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and Ireland) use some measurement of applicants’ prior academic ability and/or 

achievement as a key criterion for admission. A variety of measurements including minimum academic 

attainment in final school or primary degree results, achievement in standardized tests (often testing 

candidates’ numeracy and literacy skills) and/or general tertiary education entrance examinations are used 

internationally to select candidates on the basis of their prior academic attainment.  

The widespread reliance on academic ability as the main selection criterion would appear to be based on 

the understanding that ‘teaching well’ is a ‘complex, cognitive challenge requiring the ability to think and 

reason clearly’ (Vegas et al. 2001, 427). There is, nevertheless, no strong evidence supporting a positive 

 
1 University College Cork (UCC), University College Dublin (UCD), National University of Ireland 

Galway (NUIG), National University of Ireland Maynooth 
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relationship between teachers’ academic ability and their students’ achievement (Darling-Hammond 2000; 

Menter et al. 2010; Zumwalt & Craig 2008). The usefulness of quantitative measures like standardised 

pencil and paper tests as a predictor of teacher candidates’ success in the classroom, where they are 

required to establish and maintain rapport with students and to help motivate and facilitate communication 

with them, has, indeed, long been contested (Hillard 1986). Such tests have also been criticised for failing 

to assess the moral and ethical qualities of teacher candidates (Jacobowitz 1994). Despite the fact that most 

policy-makers and teacher educators would agree with these shortcomings, it seems that a number of 

practical and economic considerations ensure the survival of Grade Point Averages and other quantitative 

academic selection criteria. It seems that quantitative measures are employed more frequently because they 

are less likely to be challenged (Smith & Pratt 1996), because they are inexpensive and time efficient 

(Hillard 1986), and because they allow the screening of large pools of candidates (Haberman 1988). 

It is, nevertheless, the case that selection procedures administered by many Initial Teacher Education (ITE) 

programmes in Europe, the US, Canada, Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan, include a variety of additional 

qualitative criteria alongside academic factors. These are designed to account for candidates’ affective 

attributes, personality traits, value systems, motivation for teaching, educational knowledge, spoken and 

written competency, relevant experience and, in some cases, their physical condition (Eurydice 2002; 

Gopinathan & Ho 2000; Heinz 2008; Moran 2008; Smith & Pratt 1996; Wang & Fwu 2007). For example, 

the centrally established requirements for England, Wales and Northern Ireland state that ‘all trainees 

should possess the personal, intellectual and presentational qualities suitable for teaching, and that 

providers should seek evidence of relevant experience with children’ (Eurydice 2002, 35). The most 

common methods used to evaluate the wide range of non-academic qualities and experiences of student 

teacher candidates are personal statements, references and different types of interviews.   

Research conducted in Ontario (Smith and Pratt 1996) shows that the use of personal statements in a 

selection system weighing prior academic performance and personal experience/commitment equally 

effected the composition of student teachers considerably. According to the researchers, the equal weighing 

of academic attainment and personal qualities resulted in acceptances of a large percentage (46% of total 

student body) of candidates who would not have been admitted under an academic only selection policy. In 

addition to or instead of written statements, many ITE providers conduct interviews with pre-selected 

applicants in an attempt to account for personal qualities, willingness and potential to learn, professional 

practice, experience of working with young people, communication and presentation skills among other 

quality indicators.  

A further qualitative selection criterion aiming to measure candidates’ suitability used by most UK and 

Taiwanese and many US teacher education programmes are letters of reference (Caskey et al. 2001; GTTR 

2010, Laman and Reeves 1983, Wang and Fwu 2007).  
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As will be explained in more detailed in the next section, the NUI PDE selection system examined in this 

paper has, up until 2010, included prior teaching experience as a quantitative selection criterion. 

Accordingly, applicants to NUI consecutive second-level teacher education programmes could gain 

between 1 and 8 additional points in the selection process if they provided evidence of previous teaching 

experience “in a classroom scenario over a significant period of time” (Higher Diploma in Education 

Application Centre 2005). 

Research studies exploring the predictive value of selection criteria for student teacher performance are 

scarce and findings in this area of research are mixed. Two studies found that applicants’ individual 

interview and group interview performance ratings predicted student teacher performance as well as later 

success on the job and are a better predictor than academic criteria (Malvern 1991; Shechtman 1988, 1992). 

Judgments made at interview have been found to be ‘more strongly related to the subsequent performance 

in Practical Teaching than to overall achievement in Professional Studies’, indicating that at interview 

“tutors are looking for personal qualities which will play a role in teaching as opposed to more intellectual 

abilities which are likely to determine the grades in Professional Studies” (Malvern 1991, 251). However, a 

number of studies have also found interview ratings to be of limited value for predicting student teaching 

performance (Caskey et al. 2001; Denner et al. 2001). 

Caskey et al. (2001) examined the admission data for 82 successful applicants and correlated it with their 

overall success in the teacher education programme. They found that ratings of reference letters were most 

highly correlated with overall programme performance (r=.40) followed by writing test scores (r=.30), 

simulations (r=.19) and essays (r=.155). Academic achievement as measured by GPA showed the second 

lowest correlation with overall course results (r=.108) (Caskey et al. 2001, 18). Interviews did not feature 

among the selection measures explored in this study. 

The predictive value of prior teaching experience or other experiential selection criteria for student teacher 

performance has not been explored so far. 

The Professional Diploma in Education (PDE) 

Entry requirements, selection criteria and composition of applicants and entrants 

For the purpose of admission to the consecutive PDE course, candidates need to have their degree 

qualifications recognised by the Irish Teaching Council as being appropriate to teaching in a recognised 

post-primary school. Applications to the four constituent colleges of the National University of Ireland 

(NUI), preparing about 70 % of the total cohort of post-primary teachers in the Republic of Ireland, have, 

since 1999, been administered and processed centrally by the Professional Diploma in Education (NUI) 

Applications Centre (PDEAC). Candidates with eligible primary degrees are selected on the basis of a 

points system whereby points are allocated for (a) their academic performance in their primary degree (up 

to 56 points for 100%, 4.000GPA), (b) additional relevant academic qualifications (up to 10 points for a 
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PhD degree), and (c) (until 2011 entry) previous teaching experience (up to 8 points on a sliding scale from 

1 point for more than 49 hours teaching experience to 8 points for more than 1000 hours teaching 

experience).2 

A previous analysis of PDEAC admission data (Heinz, 2011) showed that demand for places on Irish 

second-level teacher education programmes has, for many years, considerably outstripped supply with 37.9 

per cent (N=7,790) of all applicants (N=20,569) entering second-level teacher education courses at NUI 

between 1999-2006. While the student body has diversified significantly as regards the student teachers’ 

ages between 1999 and 2006, with growing numbers of mature students entering PDE programmes, it has 

remained homogeneous in relation to their nationality, with the great majority of student teachers being 

Irish. Three quarters of second-level teacher education applicants and entrants are female. Students who 

enter teacher education programmes in Ireland are of high academic calibre with more than 70 per cent of 

entrants holding honours level degrees. Over the eight-year period analysed (1999-2006 entrants), prior 

teaching experience became a crucial factor for acceptance, with over half of all successful applicants 

gaining points in the selection process for teaching experience.  

A more recent paper (Heinz, 2013) presents and discusses the demographic, educational and career 

backgrounds of one second-level student teacher cohort in the Republic of Ireland (2007 NUI PDE 

graduates). Findings from the analysis of a multi-institutional cross-sectional online questionnaire showed 

that student teachers from the lower social classes were underrepresented in the student teacher body and 

that there was little variety in terms of PDE students’ second-level educational experiences with the great 

majority of student teachers progressing to third level from academically oriented secondary schools and 

reporting very positive school experiences overall. At the same time, the diversification of student teachers’ 

experiences in terms of their personal and professional lives is highlighted. 

One current study (Diversity in Initial Teachers Education (DITE) study) led by Heinz and Keane (NUI 

Galway) aims to gather and analyse background data from all applicants and entrants to NUI initial teacher 

education programmes (PDE) in order to explore their diversity profiles. It is hoped that a thorough 

analysis of the participation rates and profiles of a variety of under-represented groups among the applicant 

and student teacher bodies, and of the impact that admission processes and selection criteria may have on 

the composition of applicant and student teacher bodies, will inform discussions and policy actions aimed 

at ensuring greater diversity amongst future teacher populations in Ireland. 

 
2 Following a decision by the Teaching Council in 2009, Teaching Experience has ceased to be included for 

points purposes after the 2010 intake. From 2011 on, the points given previously for prior teaching 

experience are replaced by points for relevant professional experience. A maximum of 5 points are awarded 

for full-time paid employment in a relevant professional area, and a further two points will be available for 

paid part-time employment in a youth work or related area. For more information about the PGDE selection 

system, detailed description of the point system and changes to the same between 1999 and 2011 please 

refer to Heinz (2011). 
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The objectives of this latter study are timely since the Irish Teaching Council included the task of 

“considering how to attract people who are underrepresented in the profession, e.g. men, people from areas 

designated as disadvantaged and members of the new Irish community” in its Strategic Plan (2008-2011). 

In its recent policy document on the Continuum of Teacher Education, the Teaching Council reiterates 

these messages and recommends that entry procedures for teacher education courses should be reviewed to 

“explore ways of facilitating entry to the profession by underrepresented groups” (2011, 12). 

PDE course structure and student assessment 

The Professional Diploma in Education (PDE) aims to provide students with the professional knowledge, 

understanding and pedagogical skills required to become a teacher at post-primary level. It generally 

includes three main components: Educational Sciences, Professional Studies of Education and Professional 

Practice3. The first includes modules in Psychology, Philosophy, Sociology and History of Education, 

Inclusive Education (Diversity, Special Educational Needs) and School Organisation. Professional Practice 

modules offered by different universities include Curriculum and Assessment, ICT in Education, and 

Teaching Studies (Theories and Practices of Teaching and Learning). While these taught components 

introduce students to conceptual frameworks and relevant issues within different disciplines of education, 

student teachers’ practical teaching placements provide them with an experiential base for their 

development as teachers. The Teaching Practice component currently involves a minimum of 100 (clock) 

hours of teaching practice in a recognised post-primary school in the relevant school subjects. Students 

organize their own teaching placements and remain in their chosen school for the duration of their teaching 

practice. In their teaching practice schools, students are usually assigned to one or two “co-operating 

teachers”. In most cases, those teachers are the main teachers of the classes the student teachers teach 

during their placement. In addition, before starting their school-based teaching experience, student teachers 

complete a period of observation in schools and some universities offer microteaching sessions. The 

development of student teachers’ professional practice is supported through supervision of their teaching 

practice as well as, more recently, tutorials focusing on reflective practice and other relevant issues. Most 

programmes now require students to document their professional development in a Portfolio.  

Assessment of teaching practice takes place by on-site teaching placement supervision. Each student works 

with a university tutor who visits and observes students teaching in their schools on a number of occasions 

(usually between 3 and 5 times throughout the year) and assesses students’ overall performance at the end 

of the course. Teaching practice supervision is conducted by full-time and part-time lecturers and tutors. 

The cohort of part-time tutors was, until recently, mainly composed of retired teachers and principals with 

extensive classroom experience.  

While university tutors are encouraged to and endeveour to consult principals and co-operating teachers in 

teaching practice schools in order to get in-house feedback on the student teachers’ performance, the 

 
3 Overarching categories used by NUIGalway 
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collaboration between schools and universities has not been formalized. In recognition of the immense 

benefits that closer partnerships between placement schools and ITE providers have for student teachers’ 

development and learning experiences, the Teaching Council, together with representatives from the 

Department of Education and Skills, teachers’ unions, Schools of Education, school management bodies, 

parent associations and other stakeholders, is currently working to develop a more formalized role for 

schools in initial teacher education. 

A variety of different methods are being used to assess University based (Educational Sciences, 

Professional Studies and Professional Practice) course components ranging from written examinations and 

continuous assessment assignments including essays and project work, to reflective portfolios. 

Methodology 

Data collection and analysis 

For the purpose of exploring statistical relationships between student teachers’ demographic, educational 

and teaching backgrounds and their PDE course performance, two existing data sets representing i) the full 

population of applicants and entrants to NUI PDE courses (1999-2006 entrants), and ii) the full population 

of graduates from one NUI PDE programme (2000-2007 graduates) were combined.  

The first data set has been collected from all applicants to the Professional Diploma in Education at the four 

National University of Ireland education departments – University College Cork (UCC), University 

College Dublin (UCD), National University of Ireland Galway (NUIG), and National University of Ireland 

Maynooth (NUIM) – by the Professional Diploma in Education (NUI) Applications Centre (PDEAC) for 

the purpose of selection. The PDEAC data set contains information on demographic and academic 

characteristics (sex, age, primary degree subjects and primary degree results) as well as teaching 

backgrounds of eight entire cohorts (1999-2006) of applicants (N=20,572) and selected entrants (N=7,790).  

The second data set has been collected by one of the NUI colleges. It provides academic grades as well as 

teaching practice grades for all graduates between 2000-2007 (N=1,023). PDE results data for all years 

were added to the PDEAC data set.  

The following research question guided the analysis:   

➢ How far and in what way are demographic variables (sex, age, primary degree subject) and 

selection criteria (primary degree result and prior teaching experience) associated with student 

teachers’ PDE course results (academic and teaching practice grades)?  

For the purpose of statistical analysis, the variable sex was treated as a dichotomous variable (male/female). 

As regards student teachers’ age, all cases were divided into three age groups (20-24 years, 25-30 years and 

31+ years). Primary degree results were divided into four levels representing students who had achieved 

first class honours degrees (1), second class honours grade one degrees (2.1), second class honours grade 
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two degrees (2.2), and pass level degrees (3) (or equivalent points for GPA).4 Prior teaching experience has 

been categorised into three groups: 1) those students with less than 50 hours prior teaching experience 

(those who received no points for prior teaching experience in the selection process); 2) those students with 

between 50 and 449 hours prior teaching experience (those who received between 1 and four points for 

prior teaching experience in the selection process); and 3) those students with more than 450 hours prior 

teaching experience (those who received between five and eight points for prior teaching experience in the 

selection process). In terms of their primary degree subjects, student teachers were divided into three 

groups: 1) those with Bachelor of Arts degrees; 2) those with Bachelor of Business Studies, Commerce and 

other Business related degrees; and 3) those with Bachelor degrees in Engineering, Science and 

Technology.  

Students’ academic and teaching practice results were analysed separately. As regards the latter, cases were 

grouped into 1) those students who were awarded an A grade for their teaching practice; 2) those who were 

awarded a B grade for their teaching practice; and 3) those who were awarded a C or D grade for their 

teaching practice. In terms of students’ results in academic coursework, cases were divided into 4 groups: 

1) 70% and more; 2) 65-69%; 3) 60-64% and 4) 59% and less. 

The data has been analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) for Windows (version 

14.0). Initially, descriptive analysis of all variables were used to gain an overview of the data and the 

general composition of applicants in different years and overall. Two-way contingency table analyses using 

cross-tabulations were performed to evaluate relationships between students’ demographic, academic and 

teaching experience backgrounds and their PDE course results. Basic Pearson chi-square tests were 

performed to assess the statistical significance of variable relationships and Cramer’s V to measure the 

strength of these associations. For the purpose of analyzing and interpreting statistical results, Pearson chi-

square values have been compared to the appropriate critical values for the chi-square test before the null 

hypothesis was rejected, setting the level of risk at .05. Chi-square significance between groups is indicated 

in Table 1 as follows: *p ≤ .05 and >.001; **p ≤ .001. 

In addition to the above described statistical methods which may be used to make inferences about 

differences between groups, another method that was used to further investigate differences in PDE 

performance for different groups was the calculation of percentage differences in the different performance 

categories. Accordingly, the percentages of students achieving A grades for their academic and teaching 

practice performance on the PDE within the explored dichotomous groups (sex, age groups, primary degree 

results, prior teaching experience and primary degree subject) were compared. For example, the difference 

 
4 NUI marking bands changed in 2005. Since then, a second class honours grade one degree is awarded for 

a percentage average between 60%-69% and a second class honours grade two degree for a percentage 

average between 55%-59%. The old marks and standards are applied for all the years of this report to 

facilitate a more accurate comparison of prior academic attainments of applicants. 
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between the percentage of students aged 20-24 receiving an A grade for their Teaching Practice (19.6%) 

compared with the percentage of students aged 31 and older achieving the same top result (31.6%) was 

12%. This additional method of investigating the impact of different background variables on PDE 

performance is particularly useful to further explore relationships where other statistical tests of 

significance have produced discrepant results (between p – Values and effect size as measured by Cramer’s 

V).  

Findings presented in this study are based on a PhD study supported through a PDEAC scholarship. 

Limitations of this study 

This study is limited to the description of the impact of students’ prior academic achievements and prior 

teaching experience on their PDE course performance. It, thus, lacks a longitudinal analysis of how pre-

service teachers ultimately perform as independent qualified teachers and, therefore, does not represent a 

complete indicator for independent long-term teaching success. Assessment of student teaching 

performance may, furthermore, be perceived to be subjective and/or insufficiently nuanced since most 

student teachers are assessed by only one or two teaching practice tutors and since the great majority of 

students are awarded grades A or B for their teaching practice.  

The significance of findings using student teachers’ course performance as indicator for the predictive 

value of selection criteria for teacher quality is, furthermore, limited due to the fact that such research is 

restricted to the examination of the performances of individuals who have already been successful in the 

selection process. An obvious marker of the predictive value of selection criteria would be whether or not 

those applicants who are successful in the PDE selection system go on to become better teachers than 

would have been the case for those applicants who were not able to secure places on teacher education 

programmes.     

Finally, this paper focuses on the impact that demographic background and selection criteria have on 

student teacher performance. It does not address the important questions of in how far and in what way the 

application of different selection criteria may affect the equity and diversity of student teacher cohorts. 

Neither does it explore the fairness and efficiency in the selection process in great detail. 

Results 

Summary 

The analysis of the PDEAC admission data and PDE results gathered from 8 cohorts (2000-2007 graduates, 

N=1,023) completing their PDE programme at one of the NUI colleges showed significant associations 

between the following variables: 
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➢ Gender and academic as well as teaching practice performance. Female students performed 

significantly better than their male fellow students in both, the academic and practical components 

of the PDE course. 

➢ Age and teaching practice performance. Students aged 31 years and older were significantly 

more likely to receive an A grade for their teaching practice than were younger students. 

➢ Prior teaching experience and PDE teaching practice grades. A positive correlation was found 

between student teachers’ prior teaching experience and their achievements in the practical 

teaching component of the PDE. The proportion of students attaining A grades for their teaching 

practice increased in line with the number of hours taught before entering the PDE. 

➢ Primary degree results and academic as well as teaching practice grades. A significant but 

non-linear relationship was found between these variables. Student teachers with second-class 

honours, second division (2:2) primary degrees were most likely to receive top grades (70 per cent 

or more) for their academic coursework. Students with the highest (1st) and lowest (pass) level 

primary degrees were most likely to accomplish A grades for their teaching practice.  

➢ Primary degree subjects and academic performance. B.A. holders were significantly more 

likely to achieve high grades for their university-based academic assignments than were students 

with primary degrees in Business Studies, Engineering, Science and Technology.  

A Detailed Presentation and a Discussion of the Results 

Patterns of association between student teachers’ background characteristics and their PDE course results 

are represented in detail in table 1. 

The analysis showed that student teachers’ gender is strongly associated with their achievement in both, 

the academic as well as practical components of the PDE. Female students performed significantly better 

than their male fellow students in academic subjects, with 62.5 per cent of the former but only 44.2 per cent 

of the latter achieving a first class honours (70 per cent or more) overall result, 2(3, N = 1,023) = 41.90, p 

= .000, Cramer’s V = .203. The same discrepancy is apparent in their Teaching Practice grades, with 

significantly more females (81.1 per cent) than males (62.5 per cent) being awarded A and B grades, 2(2, 

N = 1,023) = 38.63, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .194.  

Significant associations between students’ gender and course achievement have previously been reported 

by research studies focusing on initial primary teacher education in Ireland (Killeavy 1998, 13, Drudy et al. 

2005, 11). As Drudy points out, the observed gender differences are ‘similar to the overall pattern in the 

humanities as a whole at Bachelors degree level, and indeed to the pattern in all faculties in the university 

sector in Ireland’ (Drudy 2004, 2006; Drudy et al. 2005, 11). In relation to initial teacher education, she 

argues that ‘on the basis of professional competence, therefore, increasing proportions of female entrants 

should not be a cause for concern.’ Nevertheless ‘important issues in relation to the relative performance of 

males on education and other courses are raised by these figures’ (Drudy 2005, 11).  
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Student teachers’ age appeared to significantly influence their teaching practice performance, 2(4, N = 

1,023) = 11.71, p = .020, Cramer’s V = .076. Accordingly, students aged 31 years and older appeared to be 

significantly more likely to receive a top level A-grade for their teaching practice than younger students 

(31.6 per cent of 31+ year olds, 26.4 per cent of 25-30 year olds and 19.6 per cent of 20-24 year olds) with 

a % difference of 12% between the youngest and oldest age groups. It has to be highlighted, however, that 

due to the observed discrepancy between a significant p-Value (p = .020) and a very small effect size 

(Cramer’s V = .076) this result has to be interpreted with caution.  

No significant difference was apparent between the academic performances of student teachers of 

different age groups, 2(6, N = 1,023) = 8.37, p = .21, Cramer’s V = .064. Interestingly, however, % 

differences suggest that the youngest students slightly outperformed their older counterparts as regards their 

performance in the academic components of the PDE with 60.3 per cent of 20-24 year olds and just over 50 

per cent of older students attaining 70 per cent or more.  

These patterns are possibly an indication of the benefits that professional and general life experience have 

for mature student teachers when they enter schools and classrooms. Mid-career entrants have been 

acknowledged for bringing a different set of skills, experiences and expectations to their new career in 

teaching (Johnson & Kardos 2008). Many of them have assumed supervisory responsibilities, worked on 

teams with other employees and/or are parents who have gained more confidence in their role as an 

authority figure than their younger counterparts (Ibid.). At the same time, younger students might benefit 

from having more recent experiences with academic studies and assessment. They might also have less 

responsibilities beside their studies and therefore more time to invest in completing academic coursework.  

Student teachers’ prior teaching experience was positively correlated with their teaching practice grades, 

2 (4, N = 1,023) = 21.54, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .145.  Accordingly, the proportion of students attaining 

A grades for their teaching practice increased in line with the numbers of hours taught before entering 

teacher education. Students who had taught 450 hours and more before entering the PDE programme were 

most likely to achieve an A grade for their teaching practice and less likely to be awarded a grade lower 

than B than students with less or no prior experience. The difference between the percentage of students 

who entered the programme with less than 50 hours prior teaching experience and who received an A grade 

for their Teaching Practice (18.4%) and the percentage of students who achieved the same top-level 

Teaching Practice result after entering the PDE programme with extensive prior teaching experience (450+ 

hours) (31.7%) was 13.3%, indicating that the impact of prior teaching experience on student teachers’ 

Teaching Practice performance might, despite an apparently small effect size (Cramer’s V = .145), be 

considered to be quite significant. 

There was no significant relationship between students’ prior teaching experience and their academic 

performance on the PDE programme, 2(6, N = 1,023) = 5.13, p = .527, Cramer’s V = .050. 
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Primary degree results were significantly, but not linearly, related to both, academic as well as teaching 

practice grades. As regards the former, student teachers who had received second-class honours, lower 

division (2.2) results in their primary degrees were significantly more likely than those entering the PDE 

with higher or lower level primary degree results (1st, 2:1 and pass) to achieve 70 per cent or more for their 

academic coursework, 2(9, N = 1,023) = 29.51, p = .001, Cramer’s V = .099. The proportion of students 

attaining overall A-grades for their academic performance was lowest among holders of pass level primary 

degrees (40.9 per cent).  

A particularly interesting feature of this analysis is that students with the highest (1st) and lowest (pass) 

level primary degrees were equally as likely, and more likely than all other students, to accomplish an A 

grade for their teaching practice, 2(6, N = 1,023) = 26.57, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .123. While over 28 per 

cent of holders of primary degrees at first class honours and pass levels accomplished A grades for their 

teaching practice, the corresponding proportions of students with second class honours primary degrees 

were 22.2 per cent (1st division) and 19.8 per cent (2nd division). The strong performance of a high 

proportion of students with pass level primary degrees in the practical component of the PDE is most 

probably related to the fact that those students were also significantly more likely to have gained prior 

teaching experience before entering the PDE (Heinz, 2011). The strong association between applicants’ 

primary degree results and prior teaching experience confirms the logical conclusion many potential 

applicants must have drawn from studying the selection-by-point system: with the high demand for places 

on the PDE programme and the high academic calibre of applicants, applicants who achieved less than high 

percentage honours degrees could only compete in this strictly by points system if they increased their 

points by providing evidence of prior teaching experience.  

Patterns of association between students’ primary degree results and prior teaching experience and their 

PDE performance are of particular interest since the former represent criteria in the PDE selection 

process. If we consider student teachers’ final PDE grades as an indication of the quality of their 

performance as teachers, do those academic and experiential selection criteria represent important 

indicators of teacher quality?  

The positive correlation between students’ prior teaching experience and their teaching practice grades 

seems to lend support to the allocation of points relative to the number of hours taught by applicants. 

However, the question remains of whether ‘experienced’ student teachers’ stronger performance in the 

practical component of the PDE indicates that they will be better teachers in the long run or whether 

differences in performance are, to a certain extent, temporary and due to the fact that they are better 

prepared for the practical component of the PDE than their ‘inexperienced’ counterparts.  

Experienced student teachers’ own estimations as to how their teaching experience will benefit them during 

their studies revealed high levels of confidence among the same. Many experienced student teachers who 
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responded to an NUI-wide student teacher survey (30% of N=227) (Heinz, 2011) described themselves (in 

the relevant open-ended survey question) as being comfortable in front of a class and as experienced in 

dealing with discipline issues. They also referred to their experience in planning lessons (16%) and to their 

knowledge of the curriculum (8%). However, smaller numbers of experienced students mentioned their 

appreciation for different teaching methodologies (6.6%) and their expectation to benefit from their 

experience when linking theory with practice (3.5%) during their ITE programme. Only very few students 

furthermore argued that their experience made them realise that they needed to learn more about teaching 

(3.1%)5. 

Ongoing qualitative research (Heinz, 2007) exploring student teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and experiences 

during their teacher education programme furthermore points to an increased appreciation among 

experienced student teachers of the importance of solid subject knowledge and of the need to pitch the right 

level so that pupils of different ages and abilities can benefit from their teaching. It also showed that many 

entrants with prior teaching experience have reflected on how different types of relationships between 

teachers and pupils may promote pupil learning. In the same study, some experienced respondents 

furthermore referred to the subject of teacher emotions and health issues by explaining how they had learnt 

not to take school incidents and/or pupil behavior too seriously and by showing an understanding of the 

importance of starting each lesson “with a clean sheet”.  

Could it be that experienced student teachers are able to avoid many of the beginners’ hurdles 

‘inexperienced’ teachers are often struggling with (Heinz, 2007)? Are they just benefiting from a ‘head 

start’ which is very difficult for their ‘inexperienced’ fellow students to make up for in only 100 hours of 

teaching practice taught within the short course period of 8 months? Could such a short-term advantage 

form part of the reason for their higher achievement in the practical component during the one-year PDE 

programme? Or are they generally more committed to and/or motivated and prepared for a teaching career?   

The impact of these and other possible variables on the relationship between prior teaching experience, 

achievement and/or performance in the PDE and long-term teacher quality needs to be assessed carefully 

before one can draw final conclusions as to the effect of the PDE selection practice of allocating points for 

prior teaching experience. In the absence of a detailed analysis of teaching practice assessment criteria and 

practices, one may even call into question the significance and predictive value of PDE teaching practice 

evaluations for quality teaching. In that regards, a critical evaluation of the findings presented here also 

needs to raise the question of in how far success in the practical placement might be about compliance with 

 
5 These results have been obtained from the analysis of qualitative responses to the question: Please briefly 

state in how far and in what way you expect that the teaching experience you have gained will benefit you 

during your studies (Heinz, 2011). 
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current practice and school cultures rather than effective teacher learning and development of a variety of 

skills, competencies and attitudes.   

In relation to teaching experience as a selection criterion for initial teacher education programmes, 

questions have also been raised as regards the impact that the allocation of points for ‘unqualified’ teaching 

experience in the PDE selection process may have on teaching practices in Irish schools and the perception 

of teaching as a profession (Heinz, 2008, PDEAC, April, 2010). The issue of how the use of teaching 

experience ‘in a classroom situation over a significant period of time’ (as defined by PDEAC) as a selection 

tool may compromise the fairness in the PDEAC selection process was furthermore raised (Heinz, 2008). 

What is more, PDEAC expressed concern as regards the transparency of the teaching practice criterion. In a 

recent communication, the PDEAC assessment committee stated that ‘there were indications that some 

schools were more rigorous than others in writing letters of verification’ for prior teaching experience 

(PDEAC, April, 2010). Similar equity-related concerns have been raised by an ITE admission committee in 

Ontario in terms of the barriers that restrictive experiential criteria may pose for applicants (Childs et al. 

2011, 10).  

In June 2010, PDEAC decided to replace the “prior teaching experience criterion” with a new experiential 

criterion, which will afford applicants the opportunity to gain up to 7 points in the PDEAC selection 

process for “relevant professional experience.” The majority of these points (a maximum of 5 points) will 

be awarded for full time paid employment in a relevant professional area. A further two points will be 

available for paid part-time employment in a youth work or related area. One of the benefits of the new 

system brought forward by PDEAC is that it will remove the incentive for candidates to teach in Irish 

schools while unqualified. The new criteria are, furthermore, expected to allow easier access for entrants 

with some professional experience. Finally, the fact that only paid employment will be considered for point 

purposes is regarded to increase the reliability of the system since paid employment can be verified through 

tax forms. 

It will be important to carefully monitor and critically analyse the impact that the new experiential critera 

will have on the composition of student teacher cohorts in terms of their backgrounds, motivations, 

attitudes and, ultimately performance as teachers in the future.  

The importance of student teachers’ primary degree results as an indicator of their achievement on the 

PDE course has not been unequivocally proven by this analysis. Together with the lack of evidence 

confirming a positive relationship between teachers’ academic ability and student achievement (Darling-

Hammond 2000; Zumwalt & Craig 2005) as well as previous research showing low correlations between 

student teachers’ prior academic achievement and their overall course results (Caskey et al. 2001), the 

findings of this study call in question the ‘quality rationale’ behind the currently administered practice of 

allocating points for prior academic achievement. 
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While academic proficiency of teachers may, according to the AERA panel on research and teacher 

education, ‘have an impact on public perceptions about the teaching force’ (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner 

2005, 9), it seems to be highly overrated as a quality indicator for students’ future teaching success. As 

Dewey already pointed out over a century ago, effective teaching is not only a result ‘of what is known, but 

how it is known’ (1902, 397-398):  

… just in the degree in which the teachers’ understanding of the material of the lesson is vital, 

adequate and comprehensive, will that material come to the child in the same form; in the degree 

in which the teachers’ understanding is mechanical, superficial and restricted, child’s appreciation 

will be correspondingly limited and perverted.  

While understanding of subject matter, which one may expect to be reliably documented in students’ 

GPA’s or standardized test results, certainly represents one important ingredient for successful teachers, 

appreciation of the subject and the ability to present it in an interesting, accessible and empowering way to 

children and adolescents are just as, if not more, critical to teaching.  

Even more disconnected from quality profiles of student teachers selected on the basis of their primary 

degree results are the personal qualities that have been recognized to be crucial for successful teaching 

nowadays. As Coolahan points out, the school’s role has expanded, and while teachers were traditionally 

expected to promote the intellectual and cognitive development of their pupils, their role has extended ‘to 

emphasise more the pastoral, socializing, guidance and counseling role.’ The Codes of Professional 

Conduct for Teachers published by the Irish Teaching Council in 2007 establish teachers’ commitment to a 

‘holistic vision of education’ as one of the core values of the teaching profession: 

Teachers are committed to a holistic vision of education which includes the aesthetic, cognitive, 

intellectual, critical, cultural, emotional, imaginative, creative, moral, social, political, spiritual, 

physical and healthy development of their students.  

In light of the lack of convincing evidence confirming the predictive value of prior academic achievement 

for teaching success and of the broadened definition of quality in teaching, the quality rationale behind 

academic selection criteria for teacher candidates can be strongly contested. Nevertheless, despite the fact 

that most policy-makers and teacher educators would agree with the described shortcomings, it seems that a 

number of practical and economic considerations ensure the survival of Grade Point Averages and other 

quantitative (academic) criteria in teacher education selection systems.  

Rather than indicating teacher quality, academic selection criteria, thus, could be seen to represent a 

convenient screening device that may be perceived to contribute to fairness and transparency and efficiency 

in the selection process. In this spirit the PDEAC assessment committee argued recently: 
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Selection based solely on academic performance may not always select the best candidates for the 

profession. Given the high demand for places on the PDE, it is important that the selection system 

be practical, objective and transparent (29 April 2010).   

Nevertheless, findings from comparative and longitudinal analyses of academic grades awarded to Irish 

third-level students even call into question the “fairness and transparency” rationale. Accordingly, GPAs 

have been found to be extremely sensitive to institutional and/or disciplinary variability (Drudy 2006) and 

significant inflations in grades have been reported across the Irish third-level educational sector during the 

past decade (Callaghan 2009). Primary degree results can, therefore, not be seen to reliably and objectively 

document applicants’ comparative academic proficiency and teacher educators and policy-makers need to 

consider whether the selection system should take grade inflation and/or the documented differences in 

marking cultures between institutions and disciplinary areas into account when allocating points for prior 

academic achievement.  

Finally, there are important differences in the level of student teachers’ academic performance on the 

PDE course according to their primary degree subjects. As shown in table 1, Bachelor of Arts degree 

holders appeared to be significantly more likely to achieve high grades for their academic coursework than 

were those students with primary degrees in Business Studies, Engineering, Science and Technology, 2(6, 

N = 1,023) = 55.84, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .167. Despite the small effect size calculated for the 

relationship between primary degree subjects and academic PDE performance, the considerable difference 

between the percentage of B.A. students who achieved 70% or more for their academic work on the PDE 

course (64.7%) compared with the percentage of students from Business (38.8%) and 

Engineering/Science/Technology backgrounds (55.2%) achieving the same top-class result needs to be 

acknowledged and further explored by course providers of initial teacher education. The importance of 

attending to this issue of differential achievement of teacher education students from different academic 

backgrounds is further supported by the findings of two recent studies describing concerns expressed by 

student teachers with other than Arts backgrounds as regards assessment of the PDE academic components, 

which are “heavily reliant on essays” (Clarke et al. 2011; Heinz, 2011). Accordingly students with primary 

degrees in subjects other than Arts often felt that they lacked adequate preparation for essay-type exams. 

Some respondents argued that they had not written essays since leaving second-level education, that writing 

essays was not one of their strengths, and that they felt it would put them at a disadvantage in the course in 

comparison with Arts graduates who had been practicing to write essays throughout their undergraduate 

studies.  Respondents furthermore questioned the relevance of these (essay-writing) skills for their future 

work as Science/Mathematics/Business teachers. 

While a detailed discussion of assessment in initial teacher education is beyond the scope of this study, it is 

worth noting that the results outlined above support calls for the diversification of assessment methods in 

teacher education (Bloxham 2008; Carless et al. 2006; Jönsson et al., 2007). They lend support to 
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Bloxham’s (2008) critical discussion of the different purposes and methods of assessment in teacher 

education which draws attention to ‘the over-reliance, by many English-speaking higher education systems, 

on one or two assessment methods (for example, essays)’ and which challenges teacher educators to:  

…interrogate our summative assessment regimes to see if they are in fact fit for purpose in terms 

of both their alignment to important learning outcomes and in their capacity to promote student 

learning. How much of our assessment is traditional essays, because this is the accepted method of 

communication and development of ideas in academia? If our courses are centrally designed to 

prepare students for teaching, not for academia, we need to have assessment which is fit for that 

purpose. Above all, perhaps we should make sure that we link our own assessment practice to that 

which we are advocating that students use with their pupils, helping students understand the 

essential principles involved in making assessment a constructive experience for all (20). 

It is important to point out that this argument in favour of the diversification of methods of assessment in 

teacher education is not intended as a criticism or even dismissal of the traditional essay-type assessment. 

The author of this paper believes that essay-type assessments continue to play an important part in teacher 

education, as they have the potential to develop depth of understanding and critical thinking skills in both 

the student teachers and the students they will influence. Perhaps the answer is both to be diverse in the 

ways we teach and assess teacher education students; but also to teach those students whose academic areas 

have not prepared them to be critical thinkers and writers in terms of social and educational issues, how to 

do so. At the same time, teacher educators should ask the question of how they can build on and extend the 

various skills that student teachers with other than Arts backgrounds bring into the programme, e.g. the 

problem-solving, observation and experimentation skills of scientists and mathematicians or the people 

management and knowledge transfer skills of business graduates. Recognising and tapping into those 

strengths could, potentially, enrich teacher education programmes while also increasing confidence levels 

among graduates who come from academic areas other than Arts.  

Conclusion 

Especially at a time when the imminent replacement of considerable numbers of retiring teachers with 

newly qualified teachers will lead to substantial changes in the teaching workforce in most OECD countries 

(OECD 2009, 7)6, policy makers and teacher educators need to increase their efforts to ensure that 

individuals who are sufficiently committed to teaching and who bring with them the necessary qualities, 

skills and energy to successfully meet the challenges that teaching poses nowadays are attracted to and 

enter the profession.  

The quality rationale behind currently administered academic selection criteria has been contested on the 

basis of findings from this study which showed a lack of evidence as regards the predictive value of prior 

 
6  32 per cent of Irish second-level teachers had reached age 50 and over in 2007 (OECD, 2009)  
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academic achievement for students’ performance in both, the academic and practical components of the 

PDE programme. Furthermore, it was pointed out that analyses of academic grades awarded in Irish third-

level institutions highlighting institutional sensitivity and/or disciplinary variability (Drudy 2006) as well as 

grade inflations (Callaghan 2009) call into question the “fairness and transparency” rationale which is often 

associated with academic selection criteria.  

The positive correlation found between students’ prior teaching experience and their teaching practice 

grades has been discussed. Questions have been raised as to whether ‘experienced’ student teachers’ 

stronger performance in the practical component of the PDE indicates that they will be better teachers in 

the long run or whether differences in achievement are, to a certain extent, temporary and due to the fact 

that they are better prepared for the practical component of the PDE than their ‘inexperienced’ 

counterparts.  Furthermore, it has been argued that a critical interpretation of the positive correlation needs 

to pay attention to teaching practice assessment criteria and/or grading practices/cultures on ITE 

programmes and the impact of the same on student achievement. Finally, it has been highlighted that issues 

related to equity, fairness and transparency in the selection process as well as the impact of experiential 

criteria on teaching practices in schools and the perception of the teaching career need to be carefully 

assessed.  

Previous research reports and policy papers have highlighted the need for teacher educators and policy 

makers to address questions of diversity within and representativeness of student teacher and teacher 

bodies. Findings from studies addressing differential achievement of students from various backgrounds 

suggest that academic selection criteria and the intention to diversify the student teacher body may be in 

conflict (Cochran Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Heinz, 2011). Accordingly, many studies have demonstrated 

that a strong relationship exists between social class and academic attainment (Breen, 1986; Drudy et al., 

2005; Hannan et al., 1996; Clancy, 1995; Smyth, 1999). US research furthermore suggests that, due to 

historical inequities in opportunities and achievement, minority teacher candidates are less likely to meet 

higher entry requirements (Cochran Smith & Zeichner, 2005, 9). Measures introduced to increase academic 

proficiency of student teachers have, in the US context, indeed, been shown to limit the diversity of 

education students as regards their race and ethnicity (Gilomer, Latham & Ziomek, 1999). In the Irish 

context, Drudy (2006) argued recently that poorer educational achievement by young men on the Leaving 

Certificate as well as in undergraduate university courses in most disciplinary areas plays a significant role 

in the increasing feminisation of student teacher bodies. 

In order to successfully attract and select more diverse and high quality applicants to initial teacher 

education, who will be able and ready to meet the needs of all pupils in our increasingly complex school 

contexts, more innovative recruitment and selection strategies are necessary. The design of the latter will, 

firstly, require a careful re-examination of the relative importance of academic versus non-academic criteria 

and their impact on the quality and diversity of student teacher bodies. It would, secondly, call for 

broadening the selection criteria to include some indicators of personal qualities, attitudes, cultural 
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responsivity and commitment to the teaching career. Finally, teacher educators and policy makers need to 

explore ways of encouraging and facilitating entry to initial teacher education programmes by 

underrepresented groups.   

As highlighted by Childs et al. (2011), initial teacher education programmes are unique among higher 

education programmes in that, in addition to considering equity for the applicants who are applying to be 

trained as teachers, they must also consider the role those applicants will ultimately play in determining the 

educational opportunities for the children in schools. In short, they must consider equity for the applicant 

(that is, equity in admission to the initial teacher education programme) and equity for the children in the 

schools where the graduating teachers will work (equity through admission to the initial teacher education 

programme) (Childs et al. 2011, 2-3). In their case study exploring meanings of equity in the admission 

policies and procedures of an Ontarian ITE programme, Childs and her colleagues found that there is often 

tension between the two equity goals which may not always lead to the same decisions. 

Ultimately, quality, diversity and equity concerns will, of course, need to be weighed against the necessity 

for efficiency and fairness in the selection process. However, achieving a better balance between all of 

these objectives in admission processes and selection criteria has to be regarded an important and urgent 

policy matter.  

An important first step on this journey may be a discussion among stakeholders to clarify the goals of 

admission policies and procedures which could be developed into principles guiding the re-evaluation of 

current and the design of future selection criteria and processes.  
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TABLE 1: PATTERNS OF ASSOCIATION BETWEEN STUDENT TEACHERS’* DEMOGRAPHIC AND TEACHING BACKGROUNDS AND THEIR 

PGDE RESULTS (2000-2007) 

 Sex (%) Age (%) Primary degree result (%) Prior teaching 

Experience (Hours) (%) 

Primary Degree (%) 

 F M 20-24 25-30 31+ 1 2.1 2.2 3+ 0-49 50-449 450+ B.A. B.B.S./ 

B.Com/ 

Business 

B.Eng./ 

B.Sc./ 

B.Tech. 

Teaching 

Practice Grade 
               

A 24.4** 18.1** 19.6* 26.4* 31.6* 28.2** 22.2** 19.8** 28.8** 18.4** 26.0** 31.7** 23.3 22.3 20.2 

B 56.7** 44.4** 54.6* 52.7* 47.9* 58.5** 56.8** 48.0** 48.5** 53.7** 55.0** 50.0** 51.7 55.8 56.2 

C/D 18. 9** 37.5** 25.8* 20.9* 20.5* 13.4** 22.9** 32.3** 22.7** 27.9** 19.1** 18.3** 25.0 21.8 23.6 

2
 38.63 11.71 26.57 21.54 2.10 

p-Value .000 .020 .000 .000 .718 

df 2 4 6 4 4 

Cramer’s V .194 .076 .123 .145 .032 

Academic 

Grade (%) 

F M 20-24 25-30 31+ 1 2.1 2.2 3+ 0-49 50-449 450+ B.A. B.B.S./ 

B.Com/ 

Business 

B.Eng./ 

B.Sc./ 

B.Tech. 

70+ 62.5** 44.2** 60.3 51.6 55.4 55.6** 54.4** 66.0** 40.9** 59.1 56.9 53.7 64.7** 39.8** 55.2** 

65-69 22.2** 24.5** 22.2 23.8 24.1 28.2** 23.5** 17.9** 30.3** 22.5 22.5 24.3 20.3** 31.1** 19.0** 

60-64 13.1** 24.1** 14.4 19.5 17.9 15.5** 18.8** 11.4** 24.2** 15.7 15.3 18.6 11.0** 26.7** 22.4** 

59 and less 2.2** 7.3** 3.1 5.1 2.7 0.7** 3.4** 4.7** 4.5** 2.8 5.3 3.4 4.0** 2.4** 3.4** 

2
 41.90 8.37 29.51 5.13 55.84 

p-Value .000 0.213 .001 .527 .000 

df 3 6 9 6 6 

Cramer’s V .203 .064 .099 .050 .167 
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N 746 277 648 258 117 142 454 344 66 581 262 180 627 206 178 

Note: chi-square significance between groups is indicated as follows: *p ≤ .05 and >.001; **p ≤ .001 

* Data represents all student teachers who completed their PGDE at one NUI university between 2000-2007 

 


