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Analysing the experiences of casual relief teachers in Australian primary 

schools using practice architecture theory 

Abstract 

This study examines the professional experiences of casual relief teachers (CRTs) and 

some of the challenges they face through the lens of practice architecture theory. 

Practice architecture theory considers human activity through the multi-layered lens of 

sayings , doings and relatings. A survey was used to collect responses from 104 CRTs 

who are teaching or have previously taught in Australian primary schools. The 

responses were examined using thematic content analysis to gain insights into their 

experiences of professional practice. In addition, the demographic information from the 

survey identified three main categories of CRTs which contributed to better 

understanding of distinct needs and experiences of each type of CRTs. Results indicate 

that many participants saw casual teaching as a negative and alienating experience due 

to lack of access to school information, lack of support for accreditation, and feelings 

of exclusion from school communities. The need for greater access to information 

about professional learning was also highlighted. However, others enjoyed the 

flexibility and sense of belonging they experienced as CRTs. The present study 

contributes to CRT research by identifying similarities and differences across the three 

CRT groups and applying practice architectures as a new theoretical lens through 

which to analyse their professional experiences. 

Key words: practice architecture; substitute teachers; educational policy; primary 

school teachers 

Introduction 

Casual relief teachers (CRTs) replace classroom teachers who are absent due to 

illness, professional learning, annual leave or other reasons. While the classroom teacher is 

away, they work to ensure the continuity of student learning and functions as a member of the 

school community for the day(s) that they are employed (Nicholas & Wells, 2017). The 

nature of their work can vary; some CRTs work on a day-to-day basis across different 

schools and classrooms, while some work in multiple days on the same class or school, or in 

some combination of these patterns. CRTs exist across tertiary, secondary, primary and early 



childhood educational settings. However, this study focusses on Australian primary schools 

to gain deep insights into the lives of primary school teachers who teach on a casual basis. 

The focus of the present study is on primary schools rather than other educational contexts, as 

the first author is currently employed on a casual basis as Australian primary schools. This 

familiarity with the primary school context enabled the present study to delve into greater 

depth and understanding into the lives of primary school CRTs.  

There is an oversupply of generalist primary school teachers across some states in 

Australia, including Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia (Weldon, 2015). 

According to a report by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (2016), 

the proportion of initial teacher education graduates who gained full-time employment in 

schools one year after graduation is only 57%. Casual teaching can be viewed as an entry 

point for teachers to gain full-time employment in the future. In addition, CRTs play a 

significant role in the school system with the same legal and professional responsibilities as 

permanent teachers, such as the requirement to complete a child protection screening, first aid 

training, anaphylaxis training, ongoing professional learning and maintenance of their 

accreditation status. However, CRTs often lack access to resources and support which are 

readily available for full-time teachers, especially if they are employed on a day-to-day basis 

across multiple schools (Jenkins et al., 2009).  

Previous studies (Colcott, 2009; Bamberry, 2011) have examined the experiences and 

professional lives of CRTs. The current study is significant due to the application of Kemmis 

and Rönnerman’s (2016) practice architecture theory to examine the nature of casual teaching 

as reported by CRTs themselves. Although practice architecture theory has been used in 

several studies of teachers in primary school and early childhood contexts (e.g. Salamon, 

Sumison, Press, & Harrison, 2016; Kemmis & Mutton, 2012), we are not aware of any study 

which has used practice architecture theory to examine the experiences of CRTs. The present 



study used an online survey to collect data from 104 participants, providing a relatively large 

number of responses in comparison to previously published studies which have reported on 

between five and seventeen participants (e.g. Bamberry, 2011; Duggleby & Badali, 2007). 

The collected responses also represented a geographical spread of participants across all 

Australian states and territories. In addition, the present study used demographic data from 

the survey to categorise CRTs into one of three groups: early career CRTs, CRTs returning 

from leave, and experienced CRTs. These categories allowed us to identify similarities and 

differences across the three CRT groups in a way that we have not found in previous studies 

of CRTs.  

Quality teaching from all educators in schools is needed to ensure students receive the 

best outcome in their learning. The Australian Institute of Teaching and School Leadership 

(2017a) indicated that only 25% of teachers in their first year of teaching were on permanent 

contracts. Two in three teachers employed are on a casual basis or on short temporary 

contracts. These teachers are an important part of the school community and make 

contributions toward student learning. By studying the experiences of CRTs, we can gain 

insights into the most effective strategies to support their professional and pedagogical needs. 

It is hoped that better understanding of CRTs will lead to improved outcomes, not only for 

the teachers but also for students who are being taught by CRTs. 

Experiences of casual relief teachers 

Previous studies (e.g., Bamberry, 2011) report that marginalisation is pervasive 

amongst CRTs. For example, some CRTs have expressed that they are unable to access 

adequate resources or information from staff, or they struggle with the sense of being alone 

and unable to ask for help for the fear of appearing as incompetent (Buchanan, Prescott, 

Schuck, Aubusson, & Burke, 2013). CRTs may feel neglected and invisible from the school 

community and yet sense they are under constant scrutiny from other staff (Charteris et al., 



2017).  Some CRTs must accustom themselves to rules, routines and procedures of multiple 

classroom settings as ‘boundary riders’ (Charteris et al., 2017, p. 522) of different school 

contexts, yet they may feel isolated because of their status as perpetual newcomers without 

formal ties to the school community.  

CRTs’ feelings of being alienated from the school community can also be exacerbated 

by the lack of access to formal induction, mentorship and professional learning programs, 

which are usually only offered to full-time staff (Jenkins et al., 2009). In addition, all teachers 

need to build a strong sense of rapport within their school community to receive support and 

mitigate feelings of alienation. CRTs may find difficulty in building relationships with 

colleagues if they are teaching on a day-to-day basis. These CRTs serve transient teaching 

roles, usually without the support afforded to most full-time teachers. Teachers, including 

those who teach on a casual basis, thrive in schools where there is a strong sense of 

collegiality and collaboration (Charteris et al., 2017). Schools serve an important purpose in 

providing CRTs with adequate and high-quality support, which in turn can be of benefit to 

the students that are taught by CRTs (Kelly, Reushle, Chakrabarty and Kinnane 2014). It is 

difficult for CRTs who teach across multiple schools to gain a sense of belonging and rapport 

with staff, students and wider school community, as they do not have the opportunity to build 

these relationships (Nicholas & Wells, 2016).  

CRTs also face challenges in managing student behaviour in the classroom. The 

transitory nature of their role can mean CRTs may not have the opportunity to follow up with 

disciplinary procedures relating to student misbehaviour (Nicholas & Wells, 2016). They 

may also be perceived as “the lesser group of teachers” (Colcott, 2009, p. 1) by other staff 

because of their professional isolation and itinerant role, leading to the view that they are less 

legitimate in their authority compared to full-time teachers. Some CRTs have expressed 

concerns over their behaviour management skills when teaching on a casual basis, with 



Driedger-Enns (2014) reporting in her study that CRTs felt as if they need to be “mean” (p. 

91) in order to maintain control in the classroom.  

Practice architecture theory 

The theory of practice architecture stems from sociological considerations on 

collective human activity. Social theorists such as Bourdieu and Nice (1977) and Giddens 

(1979) have identified practice as a social phenomenon. Practice can be defined as collective 

phenomenon comprising of a constellation of activities and involves small actions that take 

place between individuals on a daily basis (Schreiber, 2014). Additionally, practice is 

conceptualised by Schatzki (2005) as “a set of doings and sayings organized by a pool of 

understandings, a set of rules, and a teleoaffective structure” (p. 53). The teleoaffective 

structure can be defined as the motivations, values and emotions of participants which drive 

practices in different environments. The doings and sayings of individuals have the potential 

to change or maintain social order.  

Following Schatzki’s conceptualisation of practice theory, Rönnerman and Kemmis 

(2016) have further defined practice as an established human activity encompassing “forms 

of understanding (sayings), modes of action (doings), and ways in which people relate to each 

other and the world (relatings)” (p. 95) which interact within a distinctive project or a goal. 

These three forms of human activity are enacted within arrangements and conditions known 

as practice architectures. Individuals can be constrained by practice architecture which exists 

within, or is brought to, specific sites such as classrooms. Proponents of practice architecture 

theory reject the individualistic perspective which attributes power solely to individuals to 

shape practices through their sayings, doings and relatings. Instead, they emphasise the 

importance of wider societal forces in affecting social practices and assert that “practices do 

not occur in a vacuum; they are enmeshed with particular kinds of arrangements to be found 

at specific sites” (Kemmis, Heikkinen, Franson, Aspfors, & Edwards-Groves, 2014, p. 156).  



Practice architecture is composed of three arrangements that exist within, or are 

brought to, a social context. The first involves cultural-discursive arrangements or the 

medium of language which allows for communication and understanding of the practice. It is 

used to talk about and describe the shared practices between individuals. The second is 

material-economic arrangements, or the medium of activity and work, which take place in the 

practice using materials, resources and set-ups that are available. The third dimension is 

socio-political arrangements, or the medium of power and solidarity which exist in the 

practice. Examining an environment using these separate dimensions of practice enables the 

researcher to understand how individuals express themselves (sayings), how their actions are 

constrained or enabled within an environment (doings), and how they interact with one 

another and the world (relatings).  

The three dimensions of practice architecture theory interact with each other to 

produce a holistic picture of complex function of social environments, including schools. For 

example, a CRT’s relationship to a deputy principal (socio-political arrangement) may 

influence the extent to which they are enabled access to physical resources such as the 

school’s printer (material-economic arrangement). Practice architecture theory serves as a 

framework to investigate how individuals can shape, and be shaped by, physical, social and 

relational structures that bind schools together as an operational whole. The framework is 

unique in that it offers multiple ways to analyse and construe how CRTs navigate their role as 

teachers within a pre-existing professional practice.  

Practice architecture theory and education 

Practice architecture theory has been used for analysis across multiple educational 

contexts to examine teachers’ practices within their environmental setting. However, we have 

not found any studies that have used practice architectures to analyse and investigate the lived 

experiences of CRTs. Within early childhood education, Salamon et al. (2016) used practice 



architecture theory to help early childhood educators understand and articulate their own 

practices. The authors concluded that practice architecture theory was a useful tool for early 

childhood educators to gain awareness of their daily lives, as it provoked reflection about 

wider social forces that influence their work. Kemmis and Mutton (2012) applied practice 

architecture theory to primary, secondary and tertiary settings to observe the implementation 

of Education for Sustainability (EfS) programs. The authors advocated for the use of practice 

architecture theory to understand better the wider cultural-discursive, material-economic and 

socio-political influences that can lead to sustainable living and collective change. The 

framework has also been used to examine how the curriculum can remain current with 

pedagogical changes and demands (Goodyear, Casey, & Kirk, 2017), analyse principals’ 

perceptions of good leadership practices (Salo, Nylund, &  Stjernstrøm, 2017) and consider 

how inclusive education is taught in Australian universities (Hemmings, Kemmis, & Reupert, 

2013).  

Schatzki (2005) posits that practices are fluid; a practice which has been learnt and 

internalised by an individual can be “carried forward amid new material arrangements with a 

new cast of humans” (p. 475). The classroom is an example of a dynamic environment which 

can undergo shifts in culture, values, and routines depending on the individuals which occupy 

its space. A systematic exploration of CRTs’ practices across different classroom 

environments can give insights into their daily successes and challenges. Using practice 

architecture theory as a structured method of analysis enables us to better understand and 

observe the complexity of CRTs’ professional lives. In the present study, practice architecture 

serves as a foundation for exploring how CRTs enact their practice, speak about their 

practice, and relate to others within their practice. 

 



Method 

Participants 

A total of 104 participants were involved in this study. All were teachers in Australian 

primary schools currently employed on a casual basis or had prior experience working as a 

CRT at the time of the survey. Of these, 101 participants identified as female and three 

identified as male. The most common age group for participants was 25 to 34 years old 

(34.5%), with participants aged 55 years and over as the least common age group (4.5%). 

Approximately half (46.4%) of participants were located in the state of New South Wales, 

with participants across all Australian states and territories taking part in this study.  

The survey revealed that 53% of participants worked at multiple different schools on 

a day-to-day basis, whilst 17% worked within a single school on a day-to-day basis. Other 

respondents worked consecutive days within school(s) on ‘blocks’ (23%) or had 

arrangements involving both day-to-day and consecutive days of work (7%). At the time 

when the surveys were completed, 67% of participants were working as CRTs, whilst 13% 

were on temporary part-time contracts and 12% were employed as temporary full-time 

teachers. The other 8% of respondents indicated that they were no longer working as 

teachers, or they held positions which entailed a mix of permanent, temporary, or casual 

positions (e.g. permanent part-time for two days a week, CRT for three days a week).  

Data collection 

A link to an online survey (see Appendix 1) was posted on the Relief Teaching Ideas 

Facebook group, a dedicated online forum for CRTs to collaborate with each other and seek 

virtual support. There are approximately 46,000 members in this group. The survey was 

disseminated online within the Facebook group to reach as many participants as possible 

within Australia. Although the forum is targeted towards sharing ideas for casual relief 



teaching, members include those who work on a full-time, part-time, permanent or 

contractual basis.  

 The survey was anonymous and was designed to collect quantitative and qualitative 

data from participants. Practice architecture theory guided the design of the survey through 

the inclusion of survey questions focused on identifying the participants’ sayings, doings, and 

relatings. The survey focused on key aspects of casual relief teaching experiences, including 

participants’ sense of belonging within the school community, their general experiences of 

teaching on a casual basis, and their progress with the accreditation process. In Australia, 

teacher accreditation involves the collection of evidence against the Australian Professional 

Standards for Teachers (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2017b). 

Teachers are required to compile a portfolio demonstrating the fulfilment of the Teaching 

Standards within three years for full-time teachers, and within five years for casual or part-

time teachers. All teachers are required to complete accreditation in order to maintain their 

teaching credentials. 

 Participants’ demographic data, levels of satisfaction with their work, and progress 

toward proficient accreditation were examined in ten quantitative questions, while five 

qualitative questions were used to gain respondents’ perspectives on their experience of 

casual teaching. This paper draws upon the findings from the survey responses, except for 

Question 13 which asked participants to represent casual teaching as a metaphor (for analysis 

of responses to this question see Author (2019)). In total, there were 110 responses to the 

survey posted on the Facebook group. However, the incomplete surveys reduced the sample 

size to 104 responses.  

Data analysis 

We used participants’ responses to Questions 1 to 10 in the survey to identify the 

CRTs’ current employment status, casual teaching experience, and when they completed their 



initial teacher education studies. Based on these data, we categorised the CRTs as either early 

career CRTs, experienced CRTs, or CRTs who have returned from leave. Table 1 shows the 

categories and their distributions. Firstly, early career CRTs refer to those teachers who have 

had less than three years of casual teaching experience and have not taken any leave of 

absence. Secondly, CRTs returning from leave are those teachers who have had more than 

one year of experience with teaching (casual or otherwise) and have taken a leave of absence. 

The leave of absence could be due to sick leave, maternity leave, or other reasons that 

warranted an extended break from work. The final category is experienced CRTs, who are 

teachers who have had more than three years of experience casual teaching and have not 

taken any leave of absence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1  

Demographic categories of CRTs and number of participants in each category 

 

 

Peer briefing (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007) was used to categorise the 

teachers into one of the three groups by the first author, a CRT colleague and a PhD 

candidate in Educational Studies who had no prior experience with casual teaching in 

Australia, but had taught in primary schools in Europe. The peer group determined that more 

than three years of casual work was to deem a CRT as “experienced” and allocated each 

participant to one of the categories described in Table 1 based on their demographic 

information from the survey. Immediate agreement was reached for 98 participants. The other 

six participants had less than one year of casual teaching experience and a leave of absence. 

These participants were placed in the category of CRTs returning from leave rather than early 

career CRTs since we contend that since we contend that an extended absence is likely to 

have a greater impact on the CRTs than the duration of their career.  

The qualitative responses to Questions 11, 12, 14, 15 and 17 pertaining to 

participants’ experiences as CRTs in Australian primary schools were examined using 

framework analysis as outlined by Srivasta and Thompson (2009). The first stage involved 

Category Description Frequency (n) 

Early career CRTs CRTs who have fewer than three years of 
teaching experience and have not taken any leave 
of absence 

50 

CRTs returning from leave Participants who have more than one year of 
teaching experience (casual or otherwise) and 
have taken leave of absence 
 

38 

Experienced CRTs CRTs who have more than three years of teaching 
experience and have not taken any leave of 
absence 

 

16 



becoming familiar with the collected data. The survey responses were then exported from 

Qualtrics into three separate Excel spreadsheets, one for each CRT group. The data were then 

interpreted using practice architecture theory. To do that, we allocated themes on responses 

according to the three dimensions of practice architecture theory: sayings, doings and 

relatings (Rönnerman & Kemmis, 2016). The authors allocated the themes into three 

dimensions of practice architecture theory: sayings, doings and relatings (Rönnerman & 

Kemmis, 2016). The disaggregation of the themes into the three separate dimensions enabled 

a methodical analysis of participant responses and provided a structure to assess underlying 

challenges, experiences and beliefs that are held by CRTs. The present study also replicates 

previous studies (e.g. Salamon et al., 2016; Goodyear et al., 2017) which placed collected 

data into different categories according to the sayings, doings and relatings.   

Results 

The results are organised according to the three groups of CRTs which were identified 

from the demographic survey data. Findings are presented regarding access to professional 

learning sessions, accreditation support, the extent to which CRTs felt they belonged to the 

school community, what they have learnt throughout their time as CRT, and their overall 

satisfaction with working on a casual basis.  

Early career CRTs 

Early career CRTs have lesss than three years of experience as CRTs and have not 

taken any leave of absence. The survey asked all participants to summarise what they have 

learnt throughout their time as CRTs. NVivo analysis revealed that the most common 

knowledge gained from casual teaching by early career CRTs was that of flexibility, 

behaviour management and faking confidence in the classroom to appear competent in front 

of students and staff. The early career CRTs’ willingness to be available for employment at 



all times was emphasised by a participant who advised to “Just say yes to any day at any 

school [because] you never know when your next day will be” and “Never say no.” Another 

common sentiment was learning how to cope with unpredictable situations, such as “The 

ability to think on my feet to keep the ball rolling with meaningful learning when set tasks 

have been completed.” 

In addition, the survey asked participants about their access to professional learning 

and accreditation. Some 70% of early career teachers reported they had never been invited to 

any professional learning sessions. Only two out of 50 early career CRTs regularly attended 

professional learning sessions, and this was because they were given consecutive days of 

work at the same school. Perhaps as a consequence of the lack of professional learning 

opportunities, only 60% of the early career CRTs had started the process of teacher 

accreditation at the time of the survey.  

Regarding their sense of inclusion, 36% of early career CRTs felt a sense of 

belonging in the school communities where they worked on a casual basis. Some 54% stated 

that their feelings of belonging varied according to the schools in which they worked and the 

relationships they had forged with students and staff members. Another 4% indicated that 

they felt largely excluded from schools, and 6% stated that they only felt included if they 

made concerted efforts to have conversations with staff, or if they had consecutive days of 

work at the same school. Overall, 36% of early career CRTs summarised their casual 

teaching work as a positive experience, whilst 14% framed it as negative or difficult. The 

others indicated that their feelings depended on the different schools, staff and students with 

whom they interacted. 

CRTs returning from leave 

 CRTs returning from leave have had more than one year of experience working on 

casual basis and have taken leave of absence, whether that was maternity leave, sick leave, or 



other forms of leave from work. Within the survey, participants were asked to describe what 

they had learnt whilst teaching on a casual basis. CRTs returning from leave emphasised 

flexibility and adaptability as their priority ensure that they had a successful day in the 

classroom. Behaviour management was also a skill they reported they had learnt over time. 

CRTs returning from leave revealed how they learnt that no school or career was worth the 

sacrifice of their mental and physical health. They learnt the importance of work-life balance 

and walking away from a bad day without it impacting on their wellbeing. For example, a 

participant reflected that “It’s okay to refuse to return to a school if staff/students have been 

disrespectful. No amount of money is worth risking my mental health.”  

 In terms of access to professional learning, approximately 21% of CRTs returning 

from leave had attended one or two sessions per year, with 5% attending professional 

learning on a regular basis. On the other hand, 57% of CRTs returning from leave had never 

attended any professional learning the sessions at the schools where they worked casually. 

Access to accreditation support revealed that 29% had not started the accreditation process, 

whilst about half indicated that they had already completed the accreditation process to 

achieve Proficient Teacher status at the time of completing the survey.  

 Responses indicated that 54% of CRTs returning from leave felt a sense of inclusion 

or belonging within the school communities where they taught as casuals, whereas 11% felt 

they were mostly excluded or invisible. The others indicated that their feelings of inclusion 

varied between different schools they taught at, or that they felt like a legitimate part of the 

staff after working with them consistently over long periods of time. Overall, 22% found 

casual teaching a negative experience, as compared to 40% who found that casual teaching 

was a positive way to re-enter the teaching workforce. 



Experienced CRTs 

Teachers who had more than three years of experience as a CRTs stated that learning 

to be adaptable and open to change was paramount to thrive in the classroom. Behaviour 

management strategies were the second most frequent theme they mentioned. The third was 

how experienced CRTs gained confidence over time as teachers and learnt how to adapt their 

practice across different classroom settings. As CRTs spent more time in the classroom 

honing their professional practice, one participant reported she learnt “self-confidence and to 

trust myself to be able to do whatever I need to do at that time.”  

Approximately 40% of experienced CRTs reported that they had never attended 

professional learning sessions in schools they taught at, whilst about 19% indicated their 

regular attendance at professional learning. Other responses indicated that they were invited 

if they followed up with the executive staff and persisted in asking if they could attend the 

event, or they undertook professional learning offered outside the schools using their own 

money and transportation. Their progress with accreditation revealed that approximately 20% 

of experienced CRTs had not started their journey towards proficiency, while 50% were 

already accredited as proficient.  

Within the experienced CRTs, approximately 53% felt included in schools and part of 

the school community, while 12% reported that they were excluded or neglected. The other 

35% indicated that their sense of inclusion varied depending on the school, or their patterns 

of work, meaning that they felt more included in schools where they were regularly 

employed. In addition, 33% of experienced CRTs responded that they were satisfied with 

their working conditions and indicated that casual teaching was a mostly positive experience. 

On the other hand, about 47% used language such as “babysitter,” “meaningless” and 

“anxiety-provoking” to indicate how they found casual teaching. The rest of the responses 

indicated that the experienced CRTs’ overall feelings toward casual teaching fluctuated 



depending on the school, the classes they were allocated to teach, or the level of support they 

received from executive staff.  

Discussion 

The following section is divided into the three dimensions of practice architecture 

theory; the sayings, doings, and relatings. In addition, the various ways in which CRTs’ 

practices were enabled or constrained within schools and similarities and differences in the 

experiences of the three CRT groups are canvassed.  

Sayings 

The sayings relate to the ways in which individuals communicate about their practice, 

how they talk about their roles, and how they conceptualise their professional identities 

(Kemmis & Rönnerman, 2016). Across all three categories of early career CRTs, CRTs 

returning from leave and experienced CRTs, flexibility was the most frequent saying used to 

describe their practice. Regardless of their length of experience in the classroom, being able 

to adapt and cope with the unknown was vital to both surviving and thriving as a CRT. 

The ability to manage student behaviour was a saying which consistently emerged across 

all three groups. CRTs are usually transient entities in the classroom who may not have 

adequate opportunities to build strong rapport with students before moving on. The 

difficulties CRTs face in managing student behaviour have been widely reported in previous 

studies (e.g. McCormack & Thomas, 2005; Driedger-Enns, 2014). Jenkins et al. (2009) 

emphasised that CRTs experience significant challenge regarding behaviour management 

without adequate time and opportunities to build positive rapport with students. The present 

study confirms these findings, especially for CRTs who teach on a day-to-day basis across 

multiple schools. 



There were differences between the groups in how they perceived their work. CRTs 

returning from leave stressed the importance of their own mental health or the wellbeing of 

their families, but the other groups did not raise this aspect of self-care in their responses. 

One reason could be that CRTs returning from leave are mostly caregivers who must 

maintain responsibilities both at work and at home. Or, perhaps having returned from sick 

leave or stress leave they prioritised their personal wellbeing over working at schools where 

they were dissatisfied. Responses indicate that CRTs returning from leave found value in 

being able to decline work or prioritise some schools over others; some appreciated being 

able to turn down work from challenging classes or schools.  

Early career CRTs emphasised gaining confidence in the classroom and building up their 

capabilities as a teacher. They did not mention the impact of casual teaching on their overall 

wellbeing, perhaps because they have not yet developed the coping strategy of declining 

undesirable work. Jenkins et al. (2009) reported that beginning teachers “eventually 

developed links with a couple of schools at which they preferred to work” (p. 71), thereby 

prioritising work at supportive schools and avoiding schools that were undesirable. Knowing 

which schools are inclusive and which are not requires time and experience, both of which 

early career CRTs are still developing.  

There were two distinct types of experienced CRTs in this study: those who were casual 

teaching because they struggled to secure more consistent forms of work and those who were 

CRTs by choice because they enjoyed the role. The first type had the highest proportion of 

responses which indicated that casual teaching was difficult, challenging, or anxiety-

provoking and felt demoralised about their work. For the second type, casual teaching offered 

them greater flexibility than permanent teaching and was generally regarded as a positive 

experience. 



Doings 

The doings relate to physical access to support or resources offered by individuals within 

particular settings. For the present study, the doings are focussed on CRTs’ access to 

professional learning (e.g., in-service training and staff development days) as well as support 

for teacher accreditation. 

The present study found similar results to the Australian Institute of Teaching and School 

Leadership (2019) which reported that professional learning was largely inaccessible by 

CRTs. In particular, early career CRTs in our study most often reported limited access to 

professional learning in schools where they worked casually and most indicated that they had 

not attended a single professional learning session. Professional learning was also 

inadequately accessed by CRTs returning from leave and experienced CRTs, although these 

groups were more likely to attend regular professional learning sessions than early career 

CRTs.  

There were multiple factors which enabled or constrained CRTs’ access to professional 

learning. Enabling factors included working consecutive days at one school and taking the 

initiative to ask executive staff if they could participate in the professional learning activities. 

There was also an element on luck in that some CRTs were able to join professional learning 

sessions held at school on-site if they happened to be teaching on that day. Constraining 

factors included CRTs not having regular, consistent work at schools and limited funding 

allocated for CRTs to attend professional learning sessions (Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership, 2019). Bamberry (2011) posits that a lack of professional learning 

opportunities can hinder CRTs from advancing their pedagogical knowledge and classroom 

practice, perhaps reinforcing the view reported by participants in our study that they lacked 

legitimacy as teachers in the eyes of some of their colleagues.  



CRTs could benefit from professional learning sessions specifically tailored for teachers 

working on a casual basis. Buchanan et al. (2013) posit that CRTs value opportunities to 

learn relevant knowledge and skills outside the school environment. However, the issue of 

access remains, as CRTs would need to use their own financial resources or choose to forgo a 

day of work in order to attend these external workshops. 

Accreditation was another element within the doings dimension in this study. The process 

of accreditation assumes that there is adequate support from executive staff for lesson 

observations to take place and reports on the teacher’s practice to be signed by the principal. 

In the present study, early career CRTs had the highest proportion who had not started the 

accreditation process compared with CRTs returning from leave and experienced CRTs. The 

discrepancy between the groups could be due to the fact that early career CRTs are still 

familiarising themselves with classroom teaching and may not regard accreditation as a 

priority, or they simply have not been teaching for long enough to accumulate sufficient 

evidence for accreditation. However, it is also worth noting that about half of CRTs returning 

from leave and of experienced CRTs also had not started their accreditation process. 

Relatings 

Relationships are at the centre of teaching and this is no different for CRTs, 

particularly those who work across different classrooms in multiple school communities. 

Each time they enter a new school, CRTs must navigate complex interrelationships between 

the students, staff, and the wider school community. In the present study, the relatings 

dimension focussed on the extent to which CRTs felt included in schools where they worked.  

CRTs returning from leave (54%) and experienced CRTs (53%) were more likely to 

feel a sense of inclusion than early career CRTs (36%). The more experienced teachers may 

be more selective about schools where they are willing to work or they may limit their work 

to certain grade levels or classes. The higher percentage of more experienced teachers feeling 



included could also be due to these teachers having more time to establish rapport with staff 

and students, therefore creating a sense of familiarity with the school community. Early 

career CRTs also most often indicated that their feelings of inclusion varied greatly between 

different schools. Their new status as teachers meant early career CRTs typically work in a 

large number of schools, therefore gaining experience across a whole range of school 

environments with varying degrees of inclusivity.  

Relationships were also at the heart of CRTs’ overall sense of satisfaction with their 

work. CRTs returning from leave had the highest proportion who stated that casual teaching 

was overall a positive experience. The relatively high levels of satisfaction for these teachers 

may depend on the extent to which they had established relationships with schools as a 

regular CRT. However, experienced CRTs had the highest proportion who were overall 

dissatisfied with being employed on a casual basis, despite the fact that over half of these 

teachers felt included in schools. Although the formation of strong rapport with schools is 

integral in CRTs’ perceptions about their work (Bamberry, 2011) there may be other factors 

such as lack of financial stability and career progression that influence their overall 

contentment.  

Support from executive staff was also essential for CRTs to feel included and 

legitimate at schools. Executive staff take charge of hiring and inducting CRTs and are an 

integral part of the accreditation process, working closely with teachers to observe their 

lessons and mentoring them to achieve proficiency. Across all groups of CRTs, responses 

indicated that their feelings of inclusion and being supported were considerably influenced by 

the executive staff’s willingness to assist with their queries, or include them in whole school 

social gatherings such as end of year staff parties.  

 



Conclusion 

This present study explored the experiences of CRTs in Australian primary schools 

using Kemmis and Rönnerman’s (2016) practice architecture theory. The survey responses 

revealed ways in which CRTs describe and enact their work, as well as how they relate to 

different people within the school community. However, the present study has some 

limitations: the survey responses are self-reports that were not confirmed by any other data 

sources. In addition, the sample of participants in this study is unlikely to be representative of 

all CRTs across Australia as the survey involved open invitation to participants who were 

members of a Facebook group. This method of participant recruitment may not have captured 

all groups of CRTs (e.g. those without reliable access to the internet). Despite these 

limitations, the responses reveal important facets of CRTs’ professional lives from the 

perspectives of CRTs themselves.  

Future studies could incorporate other methods of data collection such as school-

based observations in order to gain first-hand insight into experiences of CRTs and how 

CRTs can best take advantage of being in multiple classroom contexts. A longitudinal study 

investigating the transition of CRTs from early career to experienced teachers could provide 

further insights into how these teachers develop their professional practice over time.  

Research could also investigate how CRTs can best take advantage of working in multiple 

classroom contexts. In addition, further research could examine the best ways for executive 

staff to support CRTs and investigate systemic changes required for all CRTs to access 

mentoring and support.   

There are several implications from our study. The first is the need to address ways in 

which CRTs can access accreditation. Currently, the onus is on individual CRTs to seek 

information about accreditation from schools and relevant websites. However, due to the 



itinerant nature of their work, some CRTs reported that they were unable to gain consistent 

access to information related to accreditation.  

The current Australian accreditation standards do not fully consider the transient roles 

of some CRTs. For example, Standard 1 states that proficient teachers must “Know the 

students and how they learn” (Australian Institute of Teaching and School Leadership, 2017b, 

p. 10). However, the sometimes irregular nature of casual teaching, with 53% of CRTs in this 

study teaching on a day-to-day basis across multiple schools, suggest that CRTs could find it 

difficult to demonstrate this standard. So, a review of accreditation requirements for CRTs 

would help to ensure all teachers, regardless of their employment status, can demonstrate 

their effectiveness as educators. There could perhaps be separate accreditation processes in 

place for CRTs, especially those who choose to make casual teaching their career.  

The second implication involves consideration of how CRTs can be adequately 

supported in schools so that they experience a greater sense of belonging within the school 

community. Although it may be difficult for CRTs to feel like a fully-fledged staff member in 

a school where they only occasionally teach, some practical consideration can be given to 

ensure they have basic resources at their disposal. This could include access to physical 

resources such as Interactive Whiteboards, the school computer, and printer to facilitate 

student learning. Training could also be provided to executive staff to ensure they can better 

support CRTs within their schools. Support could include a brief induction to the schools’ 

policies and procedures by executive staff and mentoring CRTs to mitigate the disorientation 

and sense of alienation that CRTs often report, particularly early career CRTs.  

Thirdly, CRTs need greater access to professional learning. School leaders should be 

mindful of inviting CRTs they employ to participate in professional learning activities and for 

the school to bear the financial cost. We also suggest a system by which CRTs can gain credit 

for free professional development sessions, depending on the number of casual teaching days 



completed. Such a reform would contribute toward more equitable access for CRTs to 

maintain and upgrade their pedagogical skills and knowledge. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Survey questions 

 
1. What is your age? (Select one) 

o 18-24   

o 25-34   

o 35-44   

o 45-54   

o 55 or over    
 

 
2. What is your gender? (Select one) 

o Male   

o Female   

o Other   
 
3. Which Australian state are you located in?  

o New South Wales   

o Western Australia   

o Victoria   

o Queensland   

o South Australia   

o Tasmania   

o Northern Territory   

o Australian Capital Territory   
 
 



 
4. How long ago did you graduate from your first Education degree/course?  

o Less than one year   

o 1-3 years   

o 4-8 years    

o 8+ years    
 
 
5. How long have you worked or have been working as a Casual Relief Teacher (CRT) in 
total?  

o Less than one year   

o 1-3 years   

o 4-8 years    

o 8+ years   
 
 



6. In one given term, how many schools on average do you work at as a CRT? 

o 1-2 schools   

o 3-4 schools   

o 5 or more schools  
  
 

7. What is your usual pattern of CRT work? 

o Day-to-day basis at multiple different schools   

o Day-to-day basis at a single school   

o 'Blocks' or consecutive days of work at multiple schools   

o 'Blocks' or consecutive days of work at a single school   

o Other (please elaborate)   
 
 

8. On what basis do you choose which schools to work? Choose all that apply to you.  

▢ Geographical proximity to where you live   

▢ Former school(s) that you completed your university placement at   

▢ Former school(s) that you used to attend as a student   

▢ Former school(s) you previously taught as a teacher on a non-casual basis    

▢ School(s) which you are a regular CRT at   

▢ Other (please elaborate)   
 
 

9. Have you taken any extended leave of absence (e.g. maternity leave)? If yes, please 
provide a summary of how long and the reason/s for the absence. 

o No   

o Yes (please specify)   



 
10. What is your current employment status as a teacher? 

o CRT   

o Temporary part-time   

o Temporary full-time   

o Permanent part-time   

o Permanent full-time   

o Not currently working as a teacher in the primary school setting  

o Other (please specify)   
 

 
11. How would you summarise your experiences as a CRT? Please feel free to include both 
the positive and negative aspects about this nature of work.  
 
 
12. What is the most important thing that you have learnt as a result of working on a casual 
basis? This can be something you’ve learnt about yourself, teaching, or about the schools you 
have worked at. 
 
13. If you had to choose a metaphor to describe your experience of casual teaching, what 
metaphor would you choose and why? 
 
14.. Have you felt welcomed by the school community or communities that you have worked 
at? Why or why not? 
 
 
15. How many times a term do you get invited to take part in Professional Learning at 
school(s) you teach at as a CRT? Please briefly provide details.  
 
 
16. Teachers working on a casual basis must complete their accreditation from Graduate to 
Proficient teachers within five years of completion of their degree. This involves collecting 
evidence and compiling a portfolio according to seven standards from the Australian Institute 



for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), as well as submitting a written report from a 
school supervisor. How far along are you in this process of accreditation?  

o I have not started at all   

o I am about quarter way through the process   

o I am about halfway through the process   

o I am nearing completion of the accreditation process   

o I am already accredited as a Proficient teacher   

o Other (please specify)   
 
 
17. Please briefly describe your experience with the accreditation process as a CRT. 
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