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TEACHERS’  WORK AND WORKING CONDITIONS:  COLLABORATING 
TO DRIVE  CHANGE

SUSAN MCGRATH-CHAMP ET AL

Susan McGrath-Champ et al. introduce a series of articles on teachers’ work and working conditions. Their 
work provides an update to “Understanding work in schools, The Foundation for teaching and learning”, the 
2018 report to the NSW Teachers Federation. The report examined the administrative demands that encroach 
on the work of teachers and impede their capacity to focus on tasks directly related to their teaching and to 

students’ learning...

Across	the	globe,	teachers’	workload	is	a	concern.	Inter-
nationally	(OECD,	2022)	and	within	Australia	(Gavin	et	al.,	
2021)	studies	show	that	workload	is	having	adverse	
effects	on	teachers’	health	and	wellbeing,	and	is	nega-
tively	impacting	teacher	recruitment	and	retention.	Via	
a	series	of	projects	facilitated	and	funded	by	the	NSW	
Teachers	Federation,	our	research	over	the	past	ten	
years	has	exposed	the	considerable	challenges	many	
teachers	face	in	a	schooling	system	that	is	increasing-
ly	segregated	by	policies	that	encourage	‘choice’	and	
inequitable	funding	schemes.	Teachers,	through	all	our	
research,	have	called	for	greater	support	and	recogni-
tion	from	their	employer,	and	wish	to	feel	valued	for	
the	important	work	they	do	in	schools.	The	hallmark,	
collaborative	study	Understanding Work in Schools: A 
Foundation for Teaching and Learning	(McGrath-Champ	
et	al.,	2018)	revealed	the	extent	of	long	working	hours	by	
teachers,	identified	unceasing	policy	changes	and	
demands	as	a	key	cause,	documented	the	vast	array	of	
work	activities	carried	out	by	teachers,	and	identified	
strategies	that	are	needed	to	address	this	workload	
problem.	This	provided	a	basis	for	the	landmark	Gallop	
Inquiry	(Gallop	et	al.,	2020)	which	confirmed	these	find-
ings	and	other	pressures	facing	teachers	in	their	work. 
Teachers	are	the	heart	of	students’	learning,	and	good	
conditions	of	work	improve	the	learning	conditions	of	
students.	It	is	teachers	in	NSW	public	schools	who	have	
been,	and	are,	fundamental	to	our	stream	of	research.	
The	suite	of	short	research	summaries	in	this	thematic	
collection	shares	with	Federation	members	the	key	
findings	of	this	research	so	far,	with	access	to	full	papers	
and	reports	made	available	where	possible	via	reference	
hyperlinks1.	
Partnership	with	Federation	has	been,	and	continues	to	
be,	key	to	quality	research	(McGrath-Champ	et	al.,	

2022).	Collaboration	ensures	meaningful,	well-informed	
findings	and	insights,	and	is	a	crucial	step	to	driving	
needed	change	in	government	policy	and	in	schools.	
Findings	from	this	research	have	been	actioned	via	
Federation’s	advocacy,	negotiation	and	lobbying	of	var-
ious	groups,	as	well	as	separately	through	the	Work	in	
Schools	Research	Team	making	written	submissions	to	
parliamentary	(e.g.	NSW	Legislative	Council,	2022)	and	
government	(e.g.	Australian	Government	Productivity	
Commission,	2022)	bodies.	
This	brand	new	section	of	the	Journal	of	Professional	
Learning	(JPL)	consists	of	four	summaries	in	broad	
thematic	areas	which	collate	and	narrate	research	
publications	our	team	has	produced	via	projects	sup-
ported	by	the	Teachers’	Federation.	The	first	summary,	
‘Teacher	workload	and	intensifying	demands’,	docu-
ments	work	intensification	and	overload,	and	deploys	a	
‘tsunami’	analogy	to	describe	the	impact	of	escalating	
paperwork	and	administration	which	requires	teachers	
to	‘triage’	components	of	their	daily	work.	Devolution	
and	the	neo-liberal	drive	towards	school	autonomy	are	
key	causes	of	this	workload,	which	are	outlined	in	the	
second	summary	(‘The	impact	of	devolutionary	reform	
on	teachers	and	principals’).	Other	impacts	including	
growing	job	insecurity,	‘job	scarring’	and	increased	
use	of	temporary	employment	are	profiled	in	the	third	
summary	(‘Temporary	teachers	and	precarious	work’).	
The	final	summary	(‘Teachers’	voices	and	their	unions’)	
discusses	issues	of	unionism	and	professionalisation	in	
teaching.

ENDNOTE:

1. In	this	introduction	and	the	thematic	summaries	that
follow,	we	have	endeavoured,	as	much	as	possible,	to
cite	open-access	material	for	both	our	own	and	others’

https://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41734&filter=all
https://unsw-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=unsworks_modsunsworks_84304&vid=UNSWORKS&search_scope=unsworks_search_scope&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US&context=L
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60d14074f91b5b0fddfa9652/t/60f8f001ab987d687e6b8018/1626927111791/18438_uwis_digital.pdf
https://www.nswtf.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Valuing-the-teaching-profession-Gallop-Inquiry.pdf
https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/28010
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/lcdocs/inquiries/2882/Report%20No.48%20-%20PC%203%20-%20Teacher%20Shortages%20in%20NSW.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/school-agreement/report/school-agreement.pdf
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research.	Where	this	is	our	own	work,	we	have	usual-
ly	linked	to	an	institutional	repository.	This	page	will	
provide	a	link	to	the	fully	published	version	of	the	article	
and,	often,	a	link	to	a	freely-available	‘post-print’	version	
(where	journal	embargoes	allow).	Full	publication	details	
are	also	available	in	the	reference	lists	provided.
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