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Contested territories: English teachers in Australia and England remaining resilient and 
creative in constraining times. 

 

Abstract  

Globally teachers are experiencing reductions to their autonomy and constraints on their 
professional practice through legislative impositions of limiting standards, external testing 
and narrowing curricula. This study explores the ways English educators find a balance 
between external expectations, contemporary pressures, professional aspirations, and 
personal values in times of change. It was a qualitative investigation into the perceptions 
shared by thirty-three English teachers from New South Wales, Australia and across 
England. A significant gap now exists between the ways English teachers conceive their 
subject, their purposes and the nature of their work, and that determined by regulation, 
formalised curriculum and accreditation requirements. The enduring resilience of these 
teachers is revealed but also the corrosive structural effects produced by narrowly focused, 
neoliberal policies especially in relation to high stakes testing. However, the research 
demonstrates how certain English teachers remain remarkably resilient – retaining 
autonomy where they can – and we define this attribute as ‘adaptive agency’. 

 

Keywords:  Secondary English teachers; Adaptive agency, professional identity, policy, 
resilience. 

 

Objectives and Purpose of a comparative study of New South Wales and England 

English educators are under considerable pressure from a global reform agenda of increased 
accountability through narrow testing and curriculum control, debates about teacher 
quality, changing policy directives, and legislative standardisation. Tight policy specification 
with increased productivity outcomes can limit professional autonomy and stifle creativity in 
pedagogy, intensifying the already demanding work of teachers. This research investigates 
how teachers in the contested field of English “find a balance between external 
expectations, contemporary pressures, professional aspirations, and personal values”? 
(O’Sullivan, 2016, p. 65).   Its purpose was to create new understandings about the impact of 
educational reform on teachers’ professionalism, pedagogies, and beliefs about their 
subject of English by focusing on English teachers in New South Wales (NSW) and across 
England.  
 
The subject of English has a long history of contestation and responsiveness to various 
internal and external factors. Eaglestone’s (2009) description of English as “a very diffuse 
subject” (p.147) and his view that it "is not a straightforward thing, but an idea” (p.7) 
characterises its complexity. Pope (2002) suggests “it is perhaps best to see English 
language/s, literature/s, culture/s as one and many” (p.26). We do not propose a single 
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definition of English here but reference the elusive nature of the subject, characterised 
vividly in John Dixon’s seminal work ‘Growth through English’ as “the quicksilver subject”, a 
dynamic and fluid substance, moving and flowing, filling all available spaces. The term 
English is a “complex signifier” (Green & Beavis, 1996, p.7), and Marshall’s (2000, p.18) 
description of “a series of competing traditions” characterise the various definitions and 
versions of subject English that exist.   
 

The identity of English teachers in both locations has marked similarities and is 
characterised by passionate attachments to teaching literature (Goodwyn et al, 2015) and a 
student-centred ideology, essentially a Personal Growth model (Goodwyn, 2017, 2018), that 
views students as meaning making agents who adopt a critical literacy perspective on texts 
and language (Goodwyn, 2004, 2005).  There are also differences of emphasis, for example, 
critical literacy has had more influence in Australia (Sawyer, 2002), while cultural analysis 
has influenced England.  In both countries, the Literary Heritage of Britain has significance in 
schools and universities. In England, increasing governmental intervention places a very 
narrow focus on a limited traditional view of ‘The English Literary heritage’.  In Australia, 
there has been fierce debate about the role of literacy in relation to subject English, 
intensified by the national testing of literacy skills.  

The rich complexity of English education is threatened by privileging a narrow measurement 
of learning, a contraction of curriculum, and increased professional regulation (O’Sullivan, 
2016).  In all this, “[t]he more creative and personal responses to literature that teachers 
especially value have been drastically diminished” (Goodwyn, 2010a, p.25). Even amongst 
established practitioners, external mandates can generate uncertainty. According to 
Goodwyn (2016a) a significant gap now exists between the ways English teachers conceive 
their subject, their purposes and the nature of their work, and that determined by 
regulation, formalised curriculum and accreditation requirements. From their examination 
of national professional standards in Australia and the United Kingdom, Ryan and Bourke 
(2013) concluded that these “governments… are carefully attempting to shape teachers and 
the teaching profession through behavioural-heavy standards, with little regard for the 
attitudinal, emotional and intellectual dimension of the trustworthy professional” (p.421). 
 
There is limited evidence available to understand how experienced educators make sense of 
the present changing conditions and how they manage these various conflicts and legislative 
demands. It is important “to find out what teachers think of reform – to ask those who have 
intimate knowledge of what happens when grand schemes are launched” (Olson, 2002, 
p.192). This project was therefore designed to hear the voices of some individual English 
teachers in different contexts as they shared their views about their subject, their students, 
and their professional selves in times of educational change.  
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Contexts of the Study  

The Australian context 

Australia shares the tensions and challenges that arise from agendas driven by performative 
measures, the use of numeric data to monitor students’ learning (Wood, 2018), and a 
regime of external examinations. Australian national priorities include “basic skills” testing, 
mandatory accreditation through professional teaching standards (AITSL, 2011), and 
increased regulation of initial teacher education. Within this context, and with an intense 
focus on teacher quality and performance, many practitioners feel pressured.  

Australian States and Territories are responsible for their school registration and regulation 
while funding responsibility is shared with the Federal government which also has 
leadership of national education policy.  The development of English curricula is connected 
to local jurisdictions with each State and Territory making individual decisions about the 
content and approaches in their English syllabus documents.  This has resulted in a 
considerable diversity of principles, credentialing and emphases for subject English across 
Australia (Green & Beavis, 1996).  

During the 1990s a national curriculum framework of statements and profiles in the key 
learning areas was introduced (Watt, 1998) but over the next decades, progress towards a 
national curriculum was slow. In 2011 The Australian Curriculum: English F-10 
(https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/english/) was introduced with 
three organising strands of Language, Literature and Literacy.  However, the States and 
Territories used varying implementation methods to incorporate mandated national content 
into locally designed documents thus maintaining distinctive differences across the country.  

In New South Wales, most recently, a new Stage 6 English Syllabus (NESA, 2018) was 
introduced for Higher School Certificate students and examined externally for the first time 
in 2019. A key feature is a stronger focus on students’ personal reading to inform, inspire 
and encourage the crafting of their writing. This feature is noteworthy because national 
policy directions currently target a much narrower range of traditional skills.  

In 2008, the Federal government introduced NAPLAN, a National Assessment Program – 
Literacy and Numeracy, with the intention of benchmarking of students’ achievement and 
to identify areas for school improvement. Publicly accessible data available through the “My 
School” website reports each school’s NAPLAN results, its demographics and Index of 
Community Socio Economic Educational Advantage (ICSEA), financial information including 
capital expenditure and funding, and it provides comparisons with ‘like’ schools. This 
measure has perpetuated discourses of ‘decline’ and highlighted financial inequities within 
schooling systems while intensifying their external accountability. It has also created further 
tensions in English as teachers feel pressured to address specific test preparation.  

There were various attempts to establish competency-based standards for teachers during 
the 1990s. The formation of the Australian Institute for Teaching Standards and Leadership 
(AITSL) in 2010 led to The National Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2011). In the 
context of a goals-driven learning agenda, these Standards are now central to teachers’ 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/english/)
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formal professional accreditation in Australia and are mandated through progressive career 
stages.  

The English context   

Over 30 years, England has built a huge structure of accountability and outcome driven 
performance measures, the level of details is remarkable but this research focuses on its 
incremental effect.  An indicative summary is provided, illustrating the time scale and the 
different elements comprehensively affected. 

In 1989 came the first imposition of a National Curriculum (1989) which since then has been 
through constant revisions.  Research over 30 years (for a summary, see Goodwyn, 2010b) 
demonstrates that the 1989 version aligned with English teachers’ beliefs, especially their 
allegiance to Personal Growth, since then it has moved dramatically away from that 
position.  Soon after that, a new inspection body was created (1992), The Office for 
Standards in Education (Ofsted) which inspects schools every 3 years and produces crucial 
judgements that last until the next inspection. It allows for schools to be condemned to 
closure.  1992 also brought School League tables, publishing the test results of each school 
and ranking them exclusively by results.  In 1995 brought National Teacher Standards were 
introduced, followed by Performance Related Pay.  The Teacher Training Agency was 
created in 1995 to ‘regulate’ all initial teacher training.  For the period 1997 to 2011 the 
National Literacy Strategy dominated all primary schools and from 2000-2011 the 
Framework for English was imposed on all secondaries, research, (Goodwyn, 2003, 2004)  
demonstrated how antipathetical it was to the values of English teachers.  

Later a government policy called ‘School Direct’ (2005) was introduced to move all teacher 
education out of universities and into schools. Another policy, the ‘academisation’ of 
schools, was created to force schools to separate from their local level education authorities 
in the name of ‘independence’ and appoint teachers without Qualified Teacher Status. The 
Advanced Skills Teacher role which had many English teachers held was summarily 
abolished in 2013.  More recently, the National Curriculum was revised (yet) again in 2014 
with a heavy emphasis on The English Literary Heritage and a very limited choice of texts.  
The removal of Speaking and Listening from the assessment framework downgraded its 
importance and the assessment system was aligned with all these changes. In 2016 terminal 
examinations with no teacher assessment were introduced.   

Recruitment to teaching has dramatically decreased and attrition, especially amongst 
teachers in their first 5 years, has risen sharply.  In February 2019, the government, having 
been in denial for many years, launched a new policy to address what has been widely 
identified by the teacher unions and in the media as a ‘teacher crisis’ (DfE, 2018). Their 
research evidence reveals why so many teachers are leaving but also, as with this research, 
just how many teachers constantly think of leaving. 

 

Theoretical paradigms and their applications for this study  

Critical Realism [CR] – practical adequacy 
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Critical Realism theorises, ontologically, an external reality unaffected by individual 
subjective experience whilst recognising that epistemology chiefly exists in the individual 
(Archer, Bhaskar, Collier, Lawson & Norrie, 1998).  It posits that certain dominating 
elements in society are effectively the same as material reality.  They are structural as, for 
example, racism and sexism are structural, having huge and powerful effects on individuals.  
However, as knowledge empowers individuals, then agency is always possible enabling the 
concept of critical realism; how ‘it is’ is not ‘how it might be’.   

Critical realists view social science as able to refine and improve knowledge about the real 
world over time, to make claims about reality which are relatively justified, while still being 
historical, contingent, and changing. Ontological realism asserts that much of reality exists 
and operates independently of our awareness or knowledge of it. Critical Realism is 
concerned with the nature of causation, agency, structure, and relations, and the implicit or 
explicit ontologies we are operating with. It asks what we mean by realism in the social 
world.  Our beliefs are not reducible to our empirical data, and are often taken for granted 
when we construct our theories. Many of the determinate and important features of the 
world are not empirically verifiable or quantifiable, and may in fact resist articulation into 
theory, language, numbers, models, or empirical scrutiny. 

Teachers as individuals are agents of change, increasingly constrained by government policy, 
regimes built around high stakes testing and attempts to control teacher autonomy and yet 
some teachers remain resilient and creative. What are the structural constraints affecting 
English teachers (and all teachers) – what degree of agency is available to individuals and 
groups of individuals (the department and the school) – under current curricular and 
assessment regimes?  CR does not specify methodologies, tending towards the qualitative 
given its epistemological stance.  Recent developments in CR as a research paradigm have 
focused on the concept of ‘practical adequacy’ (Sayer, 1992, 2000), that is, it can use 
methods as suited to purpose. 

Realism is not a high-handed way of trumping interpretation or agents’ understanding of 
the world or claiming exclusive access to reality. There is no way of knowing the world 
except under particularised, historically transient descriptions. All accounts are fallible; 
realism entails a commitment to truth. However, because there are no truth values or 
criteria of rationality that exist outside of time all our representations and our perspectives 
have limitations.   Our concern here is with ‘structure and agency’ and how they affect 
English teachers. 

 

 

 

 

Grounded Theory  
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The research uses a Grounded Theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), building up an 
understanding of teachers’ own perceptions from the emerging data.  Grounded Theory 
provides for the generation of theory to emerge from the experiences of participants within 
the processes or activities under study (Cresswell, 2013). As researchers review the data 
collected, repeated ideas, concepts or elements become apparent and are given codes, 
which have been extracted from the data. Codes can be grouped into concepts, and then 
into categories. These categories may become the basis for new theory.  

The two researchers have themselves lived and worked in the field of English in Education 
all their careers, respectively 35 in Australia and 40 in England. Both have taught in schools 
as Head English teachers and then moved into teacher education and then research in the 
field.  This provides the enormous advantage of understanding and of access to English 
teachers and empathy with their struggles and their professionalism.  Equally there is a 
potential disadvantage of overlaying on the teachers some views developed from the 
researchers’ considerable experience and some challenge given their expertise and 
university status. Therefore, intense reflexivity was required with a grounded approach 
employed to allow the authentic and individual views of each teacher to surface and be 
respected. 

Grounded Theory is quite different from the traditional model of research, where the 
researcher chooses an existing theoretical framework, and only then collects data to show 
how the theory does or does not apply to the phenomenon under study.  The concept of 
‘Adaptive agency’ may be considered a new theoretical paradigm emerging from our 
analysis. 

 

The concept of Adaptive Agency  

Following Grounded Theory, the concept of Adaptive Agency has emerged from the analysis 
of the teacher interviews.  The idea of teachers as having some autonomy and agency in 
their classrooms has long been recognised as a fundamental aspect of teacher 
professionalism and its erosion in many countries is a striking outcome of neoliberal 
structures.  Adopting the CR lens, the research demonstrates that however constraining the 
structures of regulation, including self-regulation, individual teachers retain some agency 
and English still has affordances enabling degrees of autonomy.  

Adaptive agency can be first defined in a simple way as: the evolving agency of the 
individual teacher within the power matrix of external and internal regulation; its 
components are: [1] Agency: the individual’s degree of control over classroom practice and 
curriculum design, in the present tense, i.e. when ‘English’ is happening in a classroom 
(Goodwyn, 2019). [2] The external matrix has many elements, e.g. subject documents (such 
as curriculum definitions and examination specifications), teacher standards, inspection 
frameworks, typically pervaded by principally neoliberal discourses. [3] The internal 
regulations operate where the teacher behaves in alignment with the documents and 
ideology.  The adaptive quality relates to the Darwinian characteristic (Darwin, 1869) of 
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surviving and coping in difficult environments and to adaptive expertise (Goodwyn, 2016b) 
where the agent exerts some power and control in a skilled and personal manner.   

Inevitably this set of factors creates conflictual strains on a teacher’s personal and 
professional identity with too much pressure for many and an emotional toll so high that 
they will leave the profession.  Subject English may still, by its residual nature, create more 
affordances than some subjects, but paradoxically the strain is greater because the self-
regulation needed to teach English within the ideological confines of current external 
demands is especially disempowering: the English teacher exerts agency whilst experiencing 
how little they feel any autonomy.  However, we may be approaching a tipping point, 
promising some return to more positive and authentic agency (for a more in-depth review 
of Adaptive agency see Goodwyn, 2019.) 

 

The Research Design  

The research investigated 6 key areas:  concepts of professional identity; subject 
perceptions and pedagogies; contextual influences and teachers’ work; educational change 
and English; professional priorities and career factors; and teacher self- efficacy and future 
views of subject and self. The findings report the key themes drawn from an analysis of 
these aspects.   

Approach to the study  

The Sample: English Teacher Participants  

The study received full ethical scrutiny and approval from the respective university research 
committees.  The schools and the teachers each gave their permission for the research to 
take place on site, all participants were voluntary. NSW teachers were selected as a 
convenience sample from professional connections and direct requests to secondary school 
principals.  In England, participants came from links to the professional networks, principally 
The National Association for The Teaching of English (NATE).  It must be stated that our 
volunteers would be considered more of a purposefully chosen than random sample. We 
cannot claim any broader workforce representation as they may be categorised as 
representing voices of some well informed and active professionals. Each presented a strong 
connection to English teaching with a desire to “speak up” for their subject. This sample is 
limited and it may be conjectured that some of their resilience is part of their commitment 
as evidenced in their participation.  Because other teachers may have a more limited 
agentive professional identity further research is planned to explore this domain. 

Thirty-three in-depth interviews were all conducted and audio recorded by the lead author. 
In NSW 18 teachers participated from four Independent schools in metropolitan Sydney 
(approximately 40% of secondary students in NSW attend private/independent schools). 
This sample included 12 female and 6 male teachers of varied ages who have a range of 
responsibilities, for example, there are three Heads of English and one Deputy Principal and 
some early career members. They have teaching experience across state, independent and 
religious systems.  These schools average 69% of students in the top quarter of the Index of 
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Community Socio Economic Educational Advantage (ICSEA) measure where the average for 
Australia is 25% (https://www.myschool,edu.au).  One teacher in each country has a 
doctoral degree. In England, 15 teachers from 5 schools were interviewed.  Again, there is a 
range of age, experience and responsibilities, and included 3 Head teachers, a Teaching and 
Development leader, and recent appointments. Their schools included Local Education 
Authority (LEA), grammar and state systems with large urban and rural comprehensive high 
schools, an urban grammar school, and a state secondary college. One community college 
did not offer the final years of Key Stage 5. 

We note that in this small sample there are unique contextual influences informing these 
responses.  Any school system and its source of government funding or parental fees will 
make a difference and is a part of the structural reality of the teachers’ contexts.  

 

Data Analysis 

The data were analysed thematically, searching for common areas of teacher concern and 
value whilst ensuring that individual and contrary opinions were captured and understood.  
Within a grounded framework, the transcripts were analysed critically (Gee, 2011) to 
investigate repeated ideas and to assign codes and then categories. An inductive, iterative 
approach aided the interpretation of data to identify the main patterns and themes which 
were agreed upon by both researchers to ensure consistency and inter coder reliability. 
Interpretations were compared across the cases with the uniqueness of each acknowledged 
while drawing together the subjective experiences of the participants. The data were 
reduced by further analysis to a higher conceptual level and decisions made while remaining 
open to the emergence of the unexpected.  The results concentrate on the major themes 
and are supported by indicative quotations. 

 

Key Findings  

The strongest finding was a tension between the need to ensure student success in 
mandatory testing regimes whilst maintaining a classroom dynamic centred on individual 
student well-being and engagement.  For example, some teachers felt they had little choice 
over which literary texts to select but that they could overcome such constraints by focusing 
on individual student responses and enabling debate and discussion whenever possible. 

At the heart of each participant’s response was a sense of contestation, all felt engaged in a 
struggle, experiencing conflict within their professional worlds with significant impact on 
their personal selves, expressed in various ways. Most commonly this appeared in the 
consistently repeated use of words such as “tension” and conflict”, through emotive images 
that evoked this unease, such as “it’s a battle territory”, and in terms of the named pursuit 
of “balance”.  

Contextual factors at both micro and macro levels were stated as contributors to relentless 
pressures experienced as individual, departmental, school and systemic elements. The key 

https://www.myschool,edu.au)/
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results are reported to reflect three main thematic patterns: participants’ views about their 
subject, responses in relation to their students, and opinions about themselves as 
professionals in complex times.  

 

The subject of English  

I love the subject and what I would kind of say to people, or certainly how I think of it 
myself, is that really the only reason I'm interested in being a teacher is because I'm 
allowed to teach English.  ET England  

Most teachers in both countries expressed their “love” for English, with many highlighting 
their passion for literature and reading. While this affection continued to guide their 
practice, there were clear indications of increasing constraints.  They saw aspects such as a 
greater focus on English literary heritage in England (for example, restrictions in the 
diversity of prescribed texts for GCSE), and in NSW, prominence being given to skills and 
literacy (for example, through testing in NAPLAN) as narrowing the subject’s richness.  

This Head of Department in England offered a typical view about these limitations:  

the prescribed texts, when you look at those, some of them have no relevance 
whatsoever for the children that I teach. And I think that English has been cast in the 
image of a public school boy’s memory of their own childhood.  

Also in England, one teacher stated: “I think that we have a very reduced curriculum. If 
you’re not a dead white Brit you’re not worth studying.” The narrow choice of possible texts 
for study was characterised as “very kind of one race, one gender, one age of writers”.  

English is prioritised as a key subject in Australian schools which creates additional external 
pressures and expectations. The NSW participants thought students, parents, the wider 
community and politicians all had opinions about what should be taught and how. The 
legislative regime of external testing and credentialing with mandatory literacy testing 
impose ongoing demands to prepare students with specific skills and exam practice. They 
felt this led to a narrowing of content with pressure to teach to the test. As one observed, 
“NAPLAN … it goes against everything that I believe in as an English teacher. It kills 
everything when you try and reduce it to dots.” They all taught at independent higher fee-
paying schools and felt an additional burden on their compulsory subject to produce 
appropriate outcomes for financial investment. Parents “have high expectations because 
they spend a lot of money and I understand that”.  In English, “It’s already starting to change 
our programming to the point where it’s almost difficult to get continuity with a beautiful 
text … it’s eroded by … we’ve got to do this NAPLAN pre-test, we’ve got to do this NAPLAN 
post-test”.  
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Currently, this form of English is not part of ‘harmonious practice’ (Goodwyn, 2019) and it 
leads to negative pressure on teachers internally and externally. The following conveys 
some Heads’ perceptions of the consequences. In England, “It’s a regressive view of English 
that’s being prescribed to schools”. In NSW, “I think a lot of the decisions that we make as a 
department in regards to units and texts and programs and assessment tasks are all, in a 
way, shaped by the external assessment process”.   

 

Students in English  

 

…creating lifelong learners and the love of learning and I value those things but I 
think that’s completely at odds with the standardised testing and the method of 
testing that we have to prepare students for at the same time…  ET NSW  

 

The data demonstrated these teachers believe ‘real’ English is student-centred and 
personally responsive, with many adopting a Personal Growth ideology, although not using 
that term. There was a strong desire for students to enjoy the subject more and to 
experience a ‘bigger’ English beyond the present requirements. There was broad agreement 
in the teachers’ concern for students due to the impact of external exams and increasingly 
prescriptive standards.   

This participant’s response typifies opinions about students’ experiences of a dissonance 
between the nature of English and its construction in tests. “I’m hurriedly teaching NAPLAN 
for the students to do well in that, but that’s an interruption to the actual lessons which I am 
supposed to be teaching which are actually about human connection and literature and the 
ways of expressing ourselves. That’s what English is, but everyone thinks it’s reading and 
writing skills”. Another questioned, “They’re the ones suffering, really for what? That’s not 
developing them as learners. It’s not helping them towards some lofty outcomes”. One 
believed that it “breaks your heart, because there's no joy of learning there when you've got 
these pressures that are on you and dictate your teaching”.   

Many teachers reported that they were required to run ‘boot camps’, regularly practice in- 
class tests, change their programming for specific exam components, and that their 
students were “really stressed” and “feeling a pressure they don’t fully comprehend or fully 
understand”.  One NSW teacher stated what was a common theme, “I’m answering emails 
from kids at nine o’clock at night …I have never seen the level of accreditation and the level 
of accountability here”. 

An English participant described the difficulty of meeting the various demands with her 
students, something others acknowledged.   

So the more they love a book, the more they have a personal response to it, the 
better that can help them with their exams and just trying to find a way of using 
those two aspects, rather than it be, you know, I really want them to enjoy this book, 
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but I've got to get them through the exam, and just trying to find a way of merging 
them together, rather than being two separate things all the time. 

The tension is evident between a rich conception of English that values affective and 
individual responses and the pragmatic requirement for test readiness. Our teachers all 
expressed a strong belief that “If I allow them to fail then it reflects poorly on me and I have 
to make excuses for myself and obviously, that’s no good”. To build success most agreed 
they had “to be strategic in terms of what the kids need to know in order to tick those boxes 
when they’re going to be assessed”. In practice, “one of the pressures … we face in the 
secondary environment is balancing the pursuit of literacy over the pursuit of literature”. 

 

English teacher as professionals  

The expectation is that you’re brilliant all the time.  ET Eng 
 

Most participants were still enthusiastic and their ‘love of literature’ endured, for example:  

“… I was just so much in love with literature and I knew that teaching was part of my 
personality.’’  ET NSW  

“I think it’s my job to share my passion for literature, for wide reading, and just the 
incredibly beautiful use of language”.  HoD NSW 

However, everywhere, workload is overwhelming with very ‘real’ pressures and impactful 
constraints.  There was a prevalent pattern of words associated with contestation, including 
“tension” and “conflict”. Excessive workload meant ‘burnout’, strain on relationships, the 
erosion of family time, constantly extended work hours, and fragile wellbeing, their 
professional life controlled their personal one.  The powerful responses below demonstrate 
their recurrent agreement.  

It’s a battle territory, so you feel embattled, you feel attacked. You feel defensive.  ET NSW 
 
I’m here at eight, I don’t go home until six, and I mark most Saturdays and Sundays. Like I 
said to you, where does that time come out of? It comes out of time with my own children. 
ET NSW 

I think you normalise the culture to the extent where you think it’s acceptable the way that 
you are working. But it’s not.  ET England  

It’s just consistent work, and as a mum as well I rob my – I work every weekend, all weekend.  
ET NSW  
 
The expectation is that you’re on – you’re on at home. … you’re always working to deadlines 
… that deadline had shifted to later and later and later in the day. HoD NSW 
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A strong portrait emerges of dedicated professionals who are tired, worried and suffering 
ongoing contextual pressures. The constant expansion of demands means that work literally 
cannot be done within the regular hours of duty. A frequent concern was how to find time 
to meet all the competing expectations. Across all demographics of our sample, participants 
explicitly stated the emotional and social consequences. One teacher in England revealed: 

Is the job, as good as it is, really worth the mental, social, emotional, psychological, spiritual 
damage it can do to you?   

Unfortunately, the reality of their daily work has taken a serious toll on three experienced 
teachers who revealed their likely intention to leave the profession. Located in both countries, 
they stated they enjoyed teaching English but that they could not imagine any way forward 
other than leaving.  

I'm not sure I will stay, to be honest with you. In fact, I'm pretty certain that this is my last year 
here.   ET England  

My priority is actually survival. It’s just - I feel really burnt out. I feel like I am really at the end 
of some tether.   ET NSW 

I think my honest answer is whether or not to stay in the profession.  ET England  

The potential loss of these committed professionals needs attention in times of difficult 
recruitment and retention. All teachers at all career stages require support and 
empowerment with the provision of sufficient time and resources to feel well and successful.   

A cluster of responses drew attention to how teachers ‘survived’ in present circumstances 
characterised as both pragmatic and adaptive strategies and offered some balance to the 
significant portrayal of strain.  Approaches included participation in teacher professional 
development or locally based learning groups, collegiality found within the subject 
department structure, mentorship schemes, and for some, more personally through 
experience, resistance, self-efficacy, resilience, and their own confidence.  

I try to just sort of get on with it.  …  You have to sort of just do it, don’t you, and it might 
mean you have to adopt your practice. … you just sort of get on with it … ET England 
 
… at the same time, I know it’s my vocation. I dedicate myself to it. But, I've allowed myself 
switch-off time.  ET NSW  

…realised that it is my job, it’s not my life.  ET England  

You learn survival - techniques of survival. So, you take as many shortcuts as you can 
because otherwise, you will go under.  ET NSW  

Take what you can control, move on with that, fix it, grow, learn how to improve, be positive. 
HoD England 

These perspectives reinforce the adaptation that our participants demonstrated in managing 
the complexities of constantly changing contexts. A minority felt almost defeated by the 
challenge, most sought some means to ease their situation even if this was only a short- term 
solution.  
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Discussion: The Future may yet be bright…  

We’re supposed to be extraordinary teachers and everything. We’re all passionate. We all 
believe in what we do. We love the kids … but at the end of the day, it’s a real balancing act 

between survival and teaching.  ET NSW 
 

As these participants experience ongoing challenges to their professional and personal 
beliefs, they displayed remarkable resilience and inventiveness. Their responses and 
adaptation to significant contextual constraints were demonstrated in both creative and 
pragmatic ways. An enduring ‘love’ for their subject, the primacy of students in their work, 
and a willingness to seek out new approaches characterised most of the responses. Our 
practitioners were honest and reflective, aware of the limitations and ‘tensions’ of their 
professional world and the impact on their lives. The adaptive agency displayed by the 
teachers was tempered by a clear realisation of the pressure and disempowerment they 
experience.  

A minority indicated uncertainty about their futures; the majority offered a ‘vision’ to 
balance and sustain their practice beyond the immediate pressures, stating they still had 
‘passion’ and some sense of autonomy to shape ‘their’ English for future students. While 
one participant in England identified many difficulties, he concluded his interview with 
“make sure I get the word joy in”.  

Teachers affirmed the importance of collegiality and shared values, recounting that 
belonging to a strong departmental group with effective leadership guided their success. 
Not feeling alone helped to assuage an individual’s sense of not coping. A teacher in England 
remarked, “this is a soccer analogy, but I found coming here that it was a bit like signing for 
Real Madrid, that suddenly you're surrounded by exceptional teachers.” One of the 
Department Heads in England reported, “I use my …subject network … I find that very 
important … it’s nice to feel like you’re not isolated.”  

The following are typical views about an adaptation to their context. From NSW: “It’s fairly 
unmanageable at times, but then what do you do? I love it, I love the students and so here I 
am”. From England: “You kind of have to really look for the moments where you feel like 
you’re having an impact because it’s rarely made explicit”.     
 
A consistent positive theme emerging from the responses was teachers’ love of their subject 
with a confident recognition of the centrality of learners.  Learning in English was 
conceptualised as much greater than addressing skills and exams. This Department Head 
from NSW captures the sense of resilience evident in many. 

I’m a teacher, I’ve got a thick skin. So I know- you know - like a lot of English teachers 
we’re protective about our subject and we have a little degree of arrogance about 
our subject because we know what makes good teaching and we know what makes 
good teaching and learning – all of my colleagues, we know what makes good 
teaching and learning and we just do that.  
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Although the educational challenges are intensifying, the teachers drew strongly upon their 
professionalism and commitment to their subject, students, and colleagues to resist defeat. 
This NSW participant portrays the typical dedication.  It is essential that this does not 
continue to be worn down by a constant erosion of professionalism and wellbeing. 
 
I'm so excited because I've got 25 years of work ahead of me.  I think I can actually do 
something hopefully that benefits students and benefits the community in those next 25 
years. 
 

Concluding thoughts  

Being resilient, and saying, courage to change the things you can, the wisdom to know what 
you can’t. HoD England 

The drive of governmental policy for increased productivity and standardised outcomes 
places considerable pressure on educators as these factors can limit professional autonomy 
and stifle creativity in pedagogy, intensifying the already demanding work of teachers. A 
significant gap now exists between the ways English teachers conceive their subject, their 
purposes and the nature of their work, and that determined by regulation, formalised 
curriculum and accreditation requirements.  
 
This sample of English teachers’ views tells us directly about the impact and about the 
strategies they use to balance educational change with the best outcomes for students in 
the actual enactment of policy and curricula. Beneath the external pressures, 
implementation processes occur which affect students’ learning and which ultimately, 
produce various results from policy directives.  
 
The research importantly demonstrates the remarkable professionalism and dedication of 
these English teachers in New South Wales and England and their determination to maintain 
a student- centred approach to teaching.  However, our professionals reveal the tensions 
and constraints undermining their English teaching and affecting teachers more generally.  
Teacher attrition rates continue to rise in Australia and England creating negative social and 
economic consequences. This is particularly so for early career teachers (see Buchanan, 
Prescott, Schuck, Aubusson, Burke, & Louviere, 2013; Gallant & Riley, 2017) who require 
mentoring as they begin teaching while more support could enhance teacher retention 
overall. Meeting predetermined standards and undergoing testing practices will not develop 
teachers' capabilities to educate their students to participate effectively in our global 
society. Both countries face crises in teacher recruitment and retention and policy makers 
need to understand the corrosive structural effects that their decisions are producing and to 
return much needed agency and autonomy to individual teachers. 
 

What emerges is a besieged and undermined profession but one also resilient, creative and 
robust. The majority here enjoy teaching, believing they can preserve their own values and 
beliefs.  However, the outlook appears difficult and they know that many good teachers 
have ‘had enough’ of reduced professional autonomy and testing obsessions.  They argue 
passionately for a return to more trust and respect for teacher judgements, especially in a 
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subject which has the fluidity and flexibility that characterises English teaching.  If this very 
resilient set of teachers have so many concerns, how much more challenging must it be for 
teachers with less motivation or expertise?  
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