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Abstract

Ongoing language teacher attrition is contributing to a chronic shortage of language teachers in many 

parts of Australia, and this is impacting the efficacy of language education programs. This is a concern 

because language education in schools forms the foundations for global awareness for many students 

in Australia. This doctoral thesis reports on research which aimed to better understand why some 

language teachers, a particularly under researched group of educators, leave a career which is 

generally considered a lifelong one. The research has the potential to inform future programs and 

policies aimed at promoting language teacher retention. 

This thesis with publications is centred on an extensive process of disseminating, through conference 

presentations and scholarly papers, the research on which it reports. As such, it presents not one single 

study, but a series of studies. These studies are presented in the thesis in three interactive phases: a 

conceptual phase, an empirical phase, and a reflective phase, each with its own purpose, methodology, 

and findings. 

The conceptual phase of the doctoral study saw a series of four content analysis studies conducted to 

critically and systematically review the literature, including policy documents, media coverage, and 

research studies relevant to the research problem. These four studies produced a number of findings 

which were reported and discussed in four scholarly papers included in the thesis.  In particular, the 

findings of these studies showed that while language teaching plays an important part in the Australian 

educational landscape, its further development has been impeded by a well-acknowledged shortage of 

teachers, inadequate action on the part of politicians to address underlying problems, superficial media 

coverage which does not promote awareness, and limited research in the area. Language teacher 

attrition across a number of countries was found to be impacted, among other things, by a lack of 

support and a lack of value for language education in schools. Also identified through the analysis of 
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Australian teacher attrition research, was the lack of an overarching framework to bring together the 

individual studies. To fill this gap, a conceptual framework was developed as part of this thesis. Named 

the ‘four-capital theoretical model of teacher retention’, it proposes that, to promote career retention, 

teachers “need to have, have supported, and have opportunities to further develop, their human capital, 

social capital, structural capital, and positive psychological capital” (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015, p. 

46).  

The empirical phase of the doctoral study saw the adoption of a mixed-methods approach to investigate 

the attrition and retention of language teachers, guided by the new four-capital theoretical framework. 

Due to the time and space limitations of the doctoral study, this thesis focuses on the element of social 

capital. The empirical phase of the study thus aimed to understand the role of social capital in the 

attrition and retention of language teachers. Mostly quantitative data were collected from 227 current 

and former language teachers from the Australian state of Queensland using a questionnaire 

instrument. Following, personal, qualitative data were collected from 10 selected participants, using 

semi-structured interviews. A range of data analysis procedures resulted in findings which were 

reported and discussed in three scholarly papers. This included a finding that showed that teachers 

who felt professionally valued and who had strong relationships with their colleagues and administrative 

leaders were statistically less likely to leave the language teaching profession. The findings highlighted 

the need for school administrators and education departments to ensure that language teachers are 

adequately and equitably supported and valued in their workplaces.  

The reflective phase of the doctoral study was conducted for the duration of the research journey. A 

narrative inquiry methodology was used to map the researcher’s journey and development of a new 

identity as researcher. The results of the reflective phase have contributed to an increased 

understanding of the benefits and challenges involved in completing a thesis with publications, a 

relatively new approach in the social sciences. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction to the Thesis with Publications 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This doctoral thesis presents my journey as a beginning researcher, undertaking a thesis with 

publications. An analogy of a road trip, which I will use in relevant sections throughout the thesis, is 

well-suited to doctoral research. The journey begins with a chosen destination, and a well-planned 

itinerary for how to get there. But along the way there are bumps in the road, and detours and 

obstacles blocking the way. Sometimes we might try to take a shortcut but it inevitably takes much 

longer to get back on track. At some point along the way we might run out of fuel, and it can take some 

time to get back on the road, and rarely without the help of others. The final destination is not always 

where we thought we would end up, but the journey itself provides us with lifelong memories and 

lessons.  

This thesis is a thesis with publications, an approach which is gaining popularity in many parts of the 

world because it can provide doctoral students with the skills needed “to become effective early stage 

researchers able to work in academia” (Poyatos Matas, 2012, p. 170). Doctoral research involves 

making “an original and significant contribution to knowledge and understanding” in a field of study 

(Griffith University, 2016). Completing a doctoral thesis with publications additionally requires the 

dissemination of the research findings throughout the research process, and not just at the end of the 

process.  

There were numerous benefits to taking this approach. Firstly, it allowed my work to be scrutinised by 

the scholar community, and thus helped in the development of a stronger thesis. It also allowed my 

work to be more visible to stakeholders, and thus have a higher potential to make an impact. This was 

important to me because this study was inspired by a personal and professional desire to make a 
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positive impact on the careers of language teachers. Next, it allowed me to build a healthy publication 

record, which has been found to be an indicator of future success in publishing (Fischer, Ritchie, & 

Hanspach, 2012). Finally, the approach allowed me to develop some of the skills needed to survive in 

the competitive world of academia, particularly those concerned with publishing, which is one of the 

most often used indicators of researcher success (Fischer, Ritchie, & Hanspach, 2012). Writing various 

styles of academic papers both individually and cooperatively, selecting appropriate journals, 

submitting and resubmitting articles, liaising with different journal editors, and even coping with 

rejection were all skills that I was able to develop and practice, opportunities I may not have had with a 

traditional thesis approach (Poyatos Matas, 2012). 

Of course, the approach was not without significant challenges. In most cases in a traditional thesis, a 

single study is presented at the end of a journey, and so some of the bumps along the way can be 

smoothed over in the retelling of the story. For a thesis with published papers, where each part of the 

journey has the potential to be presented to and scrutinised by the scholar community, this means that 

the bumps and wrong turns become more visible. Also, because the contributions are made throughout 

the research journey, the research becomes compartmentalised. Therefore it is necessary for doctoral 

candidates to carefully consider what can be learnt from each phase of the journey, not just as one part 

of a single, longer journey, but as a series of interconnected journeys. In more concrete terms, this 

means that the researcher needs to be aware of what methodologies are behind each step in the 

research journey, what questions are being asked, and what contributions are being made. Without 

considering and addressing these questions, it is unlikely that papers will be accepted for publication in 

academic journals. These issues present challenges for the development of a single coherent thesis, 

because it is composed of a single study, but also of a series of studies. Therefore, a different structure 

will be seen in this thesis with publications to what is usually seen in a traditional thesis approach. This 

structure has allowed a clear and coherent narrative that guides the reader through the different 

phases of the research journey, which will be detailed later in this chapter.  
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This introductory chapter is concerned with outlining the ‘what’, ‘why’, and ‘how’ of the thesis. The 

chapter begins with an explanation of the research problem, which, in summary, is a shortage of 

language teachers compounded by the premature loss, or attrition, of teachers from the profession. 

The problem is posed as one that is significant at a local level, impacting language education in the 

state of Queensland, but also one that has implications on a global level, particularly for language 

education in some other English-speaking countries. Next, there is an explanation of how limitations 

are dealt with across the thesis, before the key terms relevant to the research study are defined. Then, 

the purpose and design of the study is outlined. An important part of this section is a breakdown of the 

study, which – as previously explained – is composed of one doctoral study, but one that is composed 

of a series of studies, presented in phases. The conceptual insights provided by the first phase of the 

study informed the following phase, which provided empirical insights. Bringing the entire journey 

together is a reflective phase, reporting on a narrative inquiry which was conducted to reflect on and 

making meaning of the research process. Finally, there is an explanation of how this thesis with 

publications has been organised.  

1.2 The research problem 

Teacher shortages are impacting the efficacy of education systems across much of the developed 

world (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2013). One of the problems 

with documenting and addressing teacher shortages is that the shortages are not evenly distributed. 

While some discipline and geographic areas experience a healthy supply of teachers, others are beset 

by chronic demand (Department of Education and Training [DET], 2012; Hennessy 2011; Wilkerson, 

2000). One discipline area that is experiencing shortage is that of languages (Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2011; Friedman, 2015; McElroy, 2015; Ratcliffe, 2013). 

A shortage of language teachers has impeded, and continues to impede, the progress, stability, and 
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sustainability of language education programs in many areas of Australia, and indeed in many 

countries where English is the predominant language.  

In a profession that is often considered a life-long career, teachers in Australia are leaving the field 

prematurely, many in the early stages of their careers (Queensland College of Teachers, 2013; OECD, 

2005). This constitutes a considerable economic and social cost to societies, due to the time and 

financial commitment it takes to train new teachers, and the important role that teachers play in the 

education of students. Teacher attrition, therefore, is a growing area of research interest, where efforts 

are being made to identify factors that drive teachers away from the field, to reverse the trend of 

attrition. However, attrition research in Australia generally groups teachers together in a single 

homogenous group. While some populations of teachers have been the focus of recent research, 

including early career teachers and teachers in rural and remote areas (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015), 

very few studies focus on teachers of a specific discipline area, and language teachers are all but 

ignored. Therefore, this study was concerned with investigating the attrition and retention specifically of 

language teachers in Australia.  

Education is a fundamental human right and while a single language may form the traditional 

foundation on which all other education is built, in a globalised social and economic system, the ability 

of nations to engage fully and flexibly with society requires an ability to engage across languages and 

cultures. Thus, second language learning and teaching has reached historic prominence. It plays a 

central role in “politics, economics, history, and most obviously education”, the OECD report 

Languages in a Global World argues (della Chiesa, Scott, & Hinton, 2012, p. 23). This is why, around 

the world, governments are acknowledging the need to develop a population of global citizens who will 

be part of an emerging international world community, to which they will need to contribute to build its 

values and practices (Israel, 2012, p. 79). In an interconnected and international world, monolingualism, 

even in the lingua franca English, is an economic and social disadvantage for nations as well as 
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individuals (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat, & Crozet, 1999; Kirkpatrick & Sussex, 2012). In contrast, 

multilingualism and multiculturalism bring new opportunities and global mobility. This new reality has 

resulted in nations preparing for the new global world. Many have used policy development to 

encourage their citizens to preserve their native tongues, and to study the languages and cultures of 

their peers, as well as to build up their multicultural capital (Poyatos Matas & Bridges, 2009). In this 

way, some countries are already actively engaging in praxis to develop educational opportunities for 

their citizenry to gain the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in a global world. Prominent in this 

campaign are nations in the European Union (European Commission, 2012), including Spain (Mira, 

Seoane, & Paredes, 2010), Switzerland (Council of Europe, 2013), and Finland (Leclerc, 2014), as well 

as parts of Asia including China (Qi Gu, 2012), all good exemplars of nations building international 

citizens through a variety of language policies promoting various forms of bilingualism and 

multilingualism. Many countries in South America are also making rapid attempts to move forward the 

educational agenda to support the internationalisation process of its citizens (Mira, Seoane, & Paredes, 

2010).  

While many countries are globalising their curricula, concerns have been expressed about the situation 

in some English-speaking countries, amongst them Australia (Clyne, Pauwels, & Sussex, 2007; 

Poyatos Matas & Bridges, 2009; Shirrefs, 2013). The mainly monolingual reality of Australian education 

is detrimental to the internationalisation process of Australia and its citizens. As such, there is a highly 

politicised history of language education, full of promise and rhetoric (Poyatos Matas & Mason, 2015). 

However, rarely have these ambitions translated into sustainable and widespread success for language 

education in Australian schools (Clyne, Pauwels, & Sussex, 2007; Liddicoat, Scarino, Curnow, Kohler, 

Scrimgeour, & Morgan, 2007; Lo Bianco, 2009; Poyatos Matas & Mason, 2015). Australia is a paradox. 

It is a nation that is becoming gradually more monolingual against a background of policy and rhetoric 

promoting a highly multilingual and multicultural society, and therefore it is a particularly interesting 

case to investigate.  
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Numerous reports have shown that a shortage of teachers is one of the most critical problems facing 

the progress of language education in Australia (ACARA, 2011; Australian Language and Literacy 

Council [ALLC], 1996; Clyne, 2005; Liddicoat, Scarino, Curnow, Kohler, Scrimgeour, & Morgan, 2007; 

Nicholas, Moore, Clyne, & Pauwels 1994; McKenzie, Kos, Walker, & Hong, 2008; Slaughter, 2007). 

While teacher shortages result from a complex interplay of supply and demand, international research 

on teacher shortages suggests that teacher attrition is a major contributor. In Australia, in spite of a lack 

of available data regarding language teachers and teacher attrition in general, there have been 

suggestions that attrition is a concern for language teachers (ALLC, 1996; Rix, 1999). Also of concern 

is the ‘hidden attrition’ among language teachers, who may leave language teaching, but remain 

teaching in other areas of the education system (de Kretser & Spence-Brown, 2010; Mason, 2010), and 

as such are hidden from generic studies of teacher attrition. Unfortunately, when a language teacher 

leaves the discipline, not only does it constitute a loss of personnel, but also a loss of specialised skills 

and knowledge that cannot be filled by teachers of other areas. To bring about sustainable change in 

language education in Australia, understanding the reasons why some language teachers leave the 

profession prematurely, and making sustainable efforts to reduce attrition, is paramount. Without 

substantive and sustainable efforts, the language teacher shortage in Australia will continue to impact 

on Australia’s ability to engage in a globalised social and economic environment. 

 

1.3 Significance of the research 

This doctoral study has the potential to propel the research agenda in teacher attrition and retention in 

Australia. It provides a comprehensive content analysis of the current literature, which is long overdue. 

This analysis identified some key problems and gaps in the knowledge body, and makes 

recommendations for strengthening the research in the field. One of the gaps identified was a lack of 

cohesion among the individual studies. To address this, a new theoretical model was developed that 

gathered all of the evidence from twenty studies conducted over the past twenty years. The four-capital 
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theoretical model of teacher retention (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015) allows for a holistic viewing of 

the problem, acknowledging the many and intersecting variables at play. This model has the potential 

to inform further studies of teacher retention, as well as informing stakeholders about ways in which to 

facilitate the retention of teachers in all discipline areas. It has been offered to the research community 

for feedback and scrutiny.   

Individual factors under the umbrella of social capital have been investigated in recent teacher attrition 

studies in Australia (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015). However, this is the first time that multiple 

elements of social capital have been tested in the one study. In fact, this study is one of the few teacher 

attrition studies in Australia that has been informed by a conceptual framework, and as such it brings a 

maturity to the field, and may help to further propel the research agenda (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 

2015).  

This doctoral study is also significant because it investigates the discipline-specific attrition of language 

teachers, an area that has had almost no research attention in Australia (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 

2015) and limited attention internationally (Mason & Poyatos Matas, under review – Paper Three). This 

is despite the reality that language teachers are in high demand not only in Queensland, but across 

Australia and in many English-speaking countries. Therefore, the results of this study add to the current 

body of knowledge regarding teacher attrition and retention, which is one of the most significant 

elements in improving teacher supply (OECD, 2005). 

Language teachers are an under-researched demographic group in Australia (Endicott, 2011). This 

study produces much-needed quantitative data regarding the characteristics and experiences of 

language teachers, as well as personal, qualitative insights into the realities of language teachers’ work 

lives. Many language teachers are unable to have their voices heard due to professional isolation and 

lack of value for their subject area. This study has provided them with a voice to share concerns about 

the issues that are important and relevant to them.  
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Finally, the narrative inquiry presented throughout the thesis produces insights into what a doctoral 

thesis with publications looks and feels like, and the benefits and challenges it brings for one beginner 

researcher. Thus, the thesis as a whole brings new insights into new and alternative models of 

conducting doctoral research. There is an urge for more studies in this area, particularly considering 

the high rates of attrition among doctoral candidates (Bendemra, 2013; Bourke, Holbrook, Lovat, & 

Farley,  2004; Lovitts & Nelson, 2000). 

 

1.4 Dealing with limitations 

A “research study, its parts, the conclusions drawn, and the applications based on it can be of high or 

low quality, or somewhere in between” (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006, p. 48). There is consensus in 

all fields and paradigms of the scholarly community about the importance of criteria to ensure a high 

quality of research. However, consensus comes to an end when discussions are initiated about what 

those criteria are, and what terminology should be used to describe them (Dörnyei, 2007). What is 

seen in the literature is a wide variety of terms, including credibility, authenticity, validity, reliability, 

trustworthiness, dependability, rigour, legitimacy, objectivity, veracity, and generalisability. The 

definitions of these terms, as well as their level of acceptance in either qualitative or quantitative 

research, vary widely.  

The key concepts governing quality in quantitative research are validity, reliability, and generalisability 

(Muijs, 2004). However, there are strong arguments that they can also be applied to qualitative 

research (Dörnyei, 2007; Leung, 2015; Noble & Smith, 2015). It is not within the scope of this thesis to 

enter into the wide-ranging debate about the terminology and concepts appropriate for qualitative and 

quantitative research, about which volumes of books have been written. This thesis includes a) four 

content analysis studies with qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis, b) a mixed-

methods empirical study with quantitative data collection and analysis procedures followed by 

qualitative data collection and analysis, and c) a qualitative narrative inquiry study reflecting on the 
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research process. Therefore, it proved extremely difficult to reconcile the different definitions and 

concepts across the thesis and adopt a single set of terms suitable for all of the different methodologies 

used throughout the thesis. The researcher takes the position of Leung (2015) that the central concepts 

“apply in principle to assess quality for both quantitative and qualitative research, what differs will be 

the nature and type of processes that ontologically and epistemologically distinguish between the two” 

(p. 327). Therefore, the discussions regarding the quality of the research within the thesis are phrased 

in terms of the threats to research quality that are recognised in the literature regarding each of the 

research methodologies. The discussions of the research limitations are found in Section 2.2.4, Section 

2.4.2.3, and Section 3.2.7.   

 

1.5 Definition of terms 

There are a number of terms used throughout the thesis that require defining within the context of this 

doctoral study. First, a number of terms are used throughout the literature to describe the subject area 

under investigation, which involves the teaching of a language that is not English, to non-native 

speakers of that language. For much of the 1990s and 2000s in Queensland, the subject was known as 

Languages Other Than English, commonly abbreviated to LOTE. This term has been derided by 

many in the language education community in Australia for several reasons. Firstly, the term LOTE in 

itself can be seen as divisive, referring to English on one side and ‘everything else’ on the other. 

Secondly, the singular term LOTE presumes that it is one, all-encompassing subject, and does not 

acknowledge the intricacies unique to each individual language. It relays to schools that one LOTE is 

interchangeable with another, and it is not rare for schools to suddenly change the language on offer, in 

response to an unavailability of teachers. While use of the term LOTE has all but ceased in official 

documentation, some groups and individuals continue to use the term, despite the push to remove it 

from the common vernacular. Foreign language is also a term used in the literature, particularly in the 

United States, although it is not widely used in Australia. The term is often criticised for excluding 
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indigenous languages, which are indeed not foreign. Second language is used in the literature as well, 

but for some learners a ‘second’ language, sometimes abbreviated to L2, may constitute their third or 

fourth language. World language is gaining traction in some circles to counteract the limitations of the 

terms currently in use, but its use is not yet widespread. In the past decade in Australia, the commonly 

accepted term is languages, as seen in government policy documents such as the National Statement 

for Languages Education in Australian Schools (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 

Training and Youth Affairs, 2005b), the Professional Standards for Accomplished Teaching of 

Languages and Cultures (Australian Federation of Modern Language Teachers Associations, 2005) 

and the Shape of the Australian Curriculum: Languages (ACARA, 2011). While ‘languages’ in the plural 

is the common term adopted in policy, the singular language has been adopted in this study, at the 

suggestion of an anonymous reviewer of Paper One: ‘I quit! An exploratory study into language teacher 

attrition in Queensland schools’. The reviewer noted that while the plural “is common among teachers 

of Languages & Cultures, it is not outside of this group, and thus may limit the readership (or the 

reception by readers outside of this area). It also restricts accessibility through Google searching” 

(Anonymous, personal communication, 17 June, 2014). Other terms have been used in this thesis, 

when quoted, or when situated in their historical or geographic context. For example, foreign 

language was used in a paper presented in Paper Six: ‘Social capital: A vital ingredient for retaining 

foreign language teachers’, because it was written for a language education journal with a wide 

international audience.  

In Queensland at the time of data collection, school consisted of a preparatory year for students aged 

around five, followed by seven years of primary school, and five years of secondary school, the last 

year of which was aimed at students around 17 years of age (Changes to the structure of schools in 

Queensland were made from 2015, after the data collection and analysis was completed). In 

Queensland primary schools, classroom teachers, sometimes called mainstream classroom 

teachers, are responsible for a class of students to whom they teach the majority of the curriculum. 
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Language teachers, as well as teachers of music and physical education, are often referred to as 

specialist teachers because they provide specialised education to students that the classroom 

teacher is not able to. In most primary schools in Queensland, specialist lessons in language, physical 

education and music occur when the classroom teacher is timetabled for their Non-Contact Time, or 

NCT. NCT is the time allocated to all teachers each week for planning and preparation, and is time 

when teachers have no contact with students. In secondary schools, teachers are usually responsible 

for teaching at least two subject areas, with students and teachers moving from classroom to 

classroom for each new period. In the context of this study, a language teacher is a teacher who 

teaches one or more languages as part of their teaching role. Teachers may be employed to teach in 

either the primary school sector or secondary school sector, with some teaching across both. There are 

three main types of schools in Queensland. State schools are publicly funded and governed by the 

state department of education. Catholic schools run under the jurisdiction of one of five dioceses of 

the Queensland Catholic Education Commission. Independent schools are represented by 

Independent Schools Queensland, but run as separate entities independent of each other.  

“While on the surface it may seem that retention and attrition are simple dichotomous terms to 

describe those who stay and those who leave” (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015, p. 49), the review of 

the literature conducted for this study presented a much more complex picture. While many studies 

consider teacher attrition has occurred when a teacher leaves the teaching profession, in this study the 

focus is on language teacher attrition, which occurs when a teacher leaves language teaching. This 

does not necessarily mean that they have left the teaching profession altogether. In this study a 

current language teacher is someone who, at the time of data collection, was teaching a language or 

languages as part of their teaching role in one or more schools. Conversely, a former language 

teacher in this study is defined as a teacher who, at the time of data collection, was no longer teaching 

language in schools, had left language teaching voluntarily, and had left for reasons other than 

retirement. Former teachers are categorised into three groups: sideways movers, who had moved out 
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of language teaching to teach in other discipline areas in schools; upward movers, who had moved 

into promotional positions within schools, or into the tertiary sector; and outward movers, who had 

completely left the field of education to pursue a different career.   

1.6 Purpose and design of the doctoral study 

The ultimate purpose of this doctoral study was to investigate the attrition and retention of language 

teachers in Queensland, to identify the elements that may facilitate career retention, and as a result to 

hopefully take a positive step toward improving the supply of language teachers. Because this thesis 

with publications involved the writing and publication of papers throughout the process, it is composed 

of a series of interconnected ‘mini’ studies, each with its own purpose, methodology, and findings. 

Therefore, it was necessary to organise the thesis differently to a traditional thesis, which generally 

reports on a single study. The thesis is best organised following the journey that was taken by the 

researcher toward the goal of completing doctoral study, as illustrated in Figure 1.1. The journey began 

with an exploration of the research problem. In the centre of the journey was a conceptual phase and 

an empirical phase, which were for some time concurrent. The journey ends with a consideration of 

conclusions and recommendations. Encapsulating the whole research journey was a reflective phase, 

which the researcher engaged in at regular intervals, and which sat in the background for the entirety of 

the journey. These three phases, and how they interact with each other, will now be further detailed. 
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Figure 1.1. The doctoral student’s journey through interactive and iterative phases  

 

The aim of the conceptual phase of the doctoral study, presented in Chapter Two, was to gain an 

understanding of what is known about language teacher attrition and retention in Australia and other 

similar countries, as well as what is not known. The conceptual phase of the study was similar to that of 

a literature review in a traditional thesis. However, it goes one step further than a literature review 

because it consists of smaller studies which each collected and analysed different data in a 

methodologically informed way, which led to research findings. The conceptual phase involved 

conducting a series of content analysis studies, using quantitative and qualitative content analysis 

procedures, and a range of different data collection instruments, as summarised in Table 1.1.  
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Table 1.1  

Details of the interactive and iterative phases of the research journey   

Phase  Aim Research 

methods 

Data collection instruments Analysis 

type 

C
on

ce
pt

ua
l p

ha
se

 

(C
ha

pt
er

 2
) 

To understand what we know 

about language teacher 

attrition and retention in 

Australia and the ‘Anglobubble’ 

Content 

Analysis 

Language education policy documents, Australia and  

    Queensland (1965-2015) 

Newspaper articles on language teacher supply from   

    six English-speaking countries (n=80) 

Research studies of language teacher attrition in six  

    English-speaking countries (n=10) 

Australian teacher attrition and retention studies  

    (n=20) 

Qualitative 

and 

quantitative 

E
m

pi
ric

al
 p

ha
se

 

(C
ha

pt
er

 3
) 

To determine if social capital 

contributes to teacher attrition 

and/or retention among 

Queensland language teachers 

Mixed-

methods 

Online questionnaire (n=227) 

Interviews (n=10) 

Quantitative 

and 

qualitative 

R
ef

le
ct

iv
e 

ph
as

e 

(S
ec

tio
ns

  2
.4

, 3
.4

, 4
.6

)  

To document and explore what 

has been and can be learnt 

from doing research, as well as 

doing a doctoral thesis with 

publications 

 

Narrative 

inquiry 

Oral and email conversations with supervisors 

Discussions with a methodologist and two statisticians 

Audience feedback from conference presentations 

Written feedback from reviewers and editors 

Personal research notes and journal entries 

Internalised soliloquies  

 

Qualitative 

 

 

The empirical phase of the doctoral study began later in the journey, after a better understanding of the 

problem had been reached. However, the conceptual phase did not end here, and the two phases 

overlapped for much of the research journey. As empirical data were collected and analysed, it was 

necessary to continue to engage with the literature, as new understandings came to light. The empirical 

phase of the study aimed to explore the role of social capital in the attrition and retention of language 

teachers. In this phase, a mixed-methods approach was adopted, with quantitative and qualitative data 

collected from human participants using online questionnaires and interviews.  
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Throughout the duration of the research journey, the researcher regularly engaged in periods of 

personal yet methodologically rigorous reflections of the research journey, because just as much can 

be learnt from the journey itself as from the literature and from empirical data (Callary, Werthner, & 

Trudel, 2012; Glaze, 2002). The aim of the reflective phase was to help the researcher to make sense 

of the research process, and of the process of developing a new identity as a beginning researcher. It 

also aimed to provide a candid mapping of the journey toward completing a thesis with publications, the 

challenges of which are seldom discussed in the literature. In order to meet these aims, a narrative 

inquiry approach was adopted, and a range of written and oral texts were collected and analysed. The 

discussions and findings resulting from the narrative inquiry are presented in three sections, using the 

road trip analogy to drive the narrative. As illustrated in Figure 1.2, the journey begins with getting into 

the driver’s seat and getting one’s bearings. Then, there is a long period of navigating the terrain, 

before reaching the destination and looking back at what has been learnt from the journey. 

Figure 1.2 Reporting on the findings of the narrative inquiry study 

1.7 Organisation of the thesis 

As already explained, this thesis with publications has been structured differently to a traditional thesis. 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Thesis with Publications introduces the thesis and the research problem. 

There are two internal chapters, of which one (Chapter 2) focuses on the conceptual phase of the 

doctoral study, while the other one (Chapter 3) focuses on the empirical phase of the doctoral study. 

Both of these chapters are structured similarly, as illustrated in Figure 1.2.  

Getting my 
bearings 

(Section 2.4) 

Navigating 
the terrain 

(Section 3.4) 

Looking 
back 

(Section 4.6) 
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Figure 1.3. Organisation of the thesis document and position of papers within the thesis 

Both of the internal chapters begin with an introduction to the research phase, followed by an 

explanation and justification of the research methodologies adopted including an acknowledgement of 

their limitations. Then, the research findings and discussions of the relevant phase are presented within 

seven scholarly papers. At the time of final submission of the thesis, six papers had been published, 

and one was under review in an updated version. Each of the chapters ends with a discussion of the 

findings of the reflective phase of the study.  
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The final chapter of the thesis is Chapter 4: Conclusions and Recommendations, which includes an 

overview of the findings from all three phases of the study, as well as a discussion of their implications, 

and recommendations for future research. The Consolidated Reference List included after the fourth 

chapter includes all of the references from the entire thesis, including those included in each paper. 

Finally, a collection of appendices provides documentation for further reference and clarification. 

Unless otherwise noted, the content of each paper included in the thesis is included as it was published 

or submitted for review, including the referencing style required of each different journal. However, 

some slight formatting changes have been made for consistency and coherence. These changes 

include removing page and sub/heading numbers, removing author biographies, changing of figure and 

table numbers, and adopting consistent font and line space formatting. The position of tables and 

figures may also have been changed to conserve space. Typographic and referencing errors in the 

published papers have also been amended where appropriate. For ease of reading, each paper is 

highlighted with a page border to distinguish it from the rest of the document. Links to other sections of 

the paper are active in the digital version of the thesis.  
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Chapter 2 

Conceptual Phase of the Study 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reports on the conceptual phase of the study, which was dedicated to developing a broad 

yet comprehensive understanding of the intricacies of the research problem, and the issues affecting 

the careers of language teachers in both local and international contexts. It involved a critical and 

methodical approach to reviewing the literature. Developing an understanding of the research problem 

required an investigation of its social, historical, and political context, as well as of the perceptions of 

the problem in public discourse. It also required a critical review of the current research body, to 

understand what is already known about the research problem, and to identify gaps in the literature.  

This chapter begins with an explanation of the research methodology adopted in this phase of the 

study. Specifically, content analysis methodology is introduced, and the overall approaches to sampling, 

data collection, and data analysis are described and justified (specific details are provided within each 

paper). The strategies put in place to address issues of validity and replicability are described, and the 

limitations are acknowledged. Following the discussion of the research methodology is the presentation 

of the research outcomes in four scholarly papers, of which three are published, and one is under 

review. Each paper reports on the findings of different data analyses. The papers include specific 

information about the inclusion and exclusion criteria of each content analysis. The papers present the 

results of the analyses, as well as discussions and implications of these results. Areas for future 

research are also identified, some of which were addressed in the empirical phase of the study. The 

chapter ends with an introduction to the reflective phase of the study, including the research 

methodology adopted. It also presents the first of the findings, in a discussion that is referred to as the 

period of ‘getting my bearings’.  
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2.2 Research methodology 

The conceptual phase of the journey involved the critical review of various textual documents, using 

qualitative and quantitative tools to analyse both the content and form of the documents. The 

documents under analysis in this stage of the research were policy documents (Paper One), 

newspaper articles (Paper Two), and research studies published in peer-reviewed scholarly journals 

(Papers Three and Four). Each of the four studies conducted during the conceptual phase had a 

different aim and dealt with a different type of data, and as such had its own system for sampling, 

collecting, analysing and reporting the data. This section provides a broad overview of the research 

methodology employed in each of the four studies, which share commonalities but are not exact 

replicas of each other. Specific details of each study are provided in the papers presented in Section 

2.3.  

2.2.1 Content analysis  

Content analysis is a methodology of analysing and making inferences from text, in a way that is 

replicable and valid (Krippendorff, 2013). People have been analysing texts in order to make meaning 

of them for many centuries. Aristotle laid the foundations for later developments in the field, through his 

works analysing poetry and rhetoric. The study and interpretation of scriptures have occurred in the 

field of hermeneutics all throughout the Common Era, and perhaps began as early as 500BCE, with the 

interpretation of Jewish oral texts (Kohlbacher, 2006). With the arrival of mass media, systematic 

methods were used to study propaganda, and portrayals of different populations and events (Lasswell, 

1927). Trying to make sense of the information presented to us is a uniquely human trait.  

Content analysis is currently a widely used research methodology. It is not a single method, but a 

family of analytical methods that can be used to analyse text in a systematic way (Rosengren, 1981). 

Debate exists about whether content analysis should involve a qualitative or a quantitative approach. 

Qualitative-only approaches are sometimes criticised for being too subjective, while quantitative-only 
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approaches have been singled out for not providing enough rich and contextual meaning (Macnamara, 

2005). In his analysis of the qualitative versus quantitative debate, Macnamara (2005) concluded: 

In summary, quantitative content analysis can conform to the scientific method and 

produce reliable findings. Qualitative content analysis is difficult and maybe impossible to 

do with scientific reliability. But qualitative analysis of texts is necessary to understand their 

deeper meanings and likely interpretations by audiences – surely the ultimate goal of 

analysing media content. So a combination of the two seems to be the ideal approach 

(p. 5). 

A growing number of researchers have adopted a combined approach to content analysis (Shoemaker 

& Reese, 1996; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; Weber, 1990). For this reason, the content analysis 

studies presented in this chapter include the analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data. This is 

detailed further in Section 2.2.4.  

2.2.2 Sampling 

Sampling of the data began with the development of inclusion and exclusion criteria, to determine the 

geography and chronology of the data to be collected. Decisions were made depending on the aim of 

the study, the relevance of the data to the study, and the availability of data. For example, Paper One 

aimed to “provide a history of language policy and its impact on language education in Australia and 

Queensland” (Poyatos Matas & Mason, 2015, p. 12). Thus, Australian national and Queensland state 

language education policy documents were sought over fifty years from 1965-2014, when language 

education first became a subject for all, rather than an elite subject for a privileged few (Lo Bianco, 

2009). However, in the case of Paper Two, which aimed to determine current and recent public 

perceptions of the research problem as evidenced in mainstream print media coverage, the time period 

for analysis was much shorter, covering six years from January 2010 to December 2015. While the 

time period in this case was narrowed, the scope was expanded to include data from Australia and five 
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other English-speaking countries. These decisions were made to allow the collection of data that 

reflected recent public discourse, and to allow a comparison between like-minded countries. While 

criteria were developed prior to the study, the process was iterative and changes were made during the 

data collection. This was the case in Paper Three, which aimed to “provide the first comprehensive 

critical review of studies conducted specifically of teachers of languages other than English” (Mason & 

Poyatos Matas, under review - Paper Three). The review began with boundaries of ten years in 

Australia, but was later expanded to fifty years and six countries, due to the paucity of research in the 

area.  

In each case, the identification of the study ‘participants’ (that is, the documents to be analysed)  

involved online searches of selected electronic databases, using combinations of selected keywords. 

The specific details of the selected databases and keywords are detailed in each of the papers in 

Section 2.3. The data collection process began at the onset of each study, but continued as each study 

progressed, as new literature was reviewed to identify further data that potentially met the inclusion 

criteria.  

2.2.3 Data collection and analysis 

In content analysis, data collection and analysis are conducted together in an iterative process (Hartley, 

2004). Where appropriate, the process involved qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis 

of both the form and content of the texts. The first stage of the process involved the development of 

explicit coding instructions, and a spreadsheet template in which to input data. If deemed necessary, 

form characteristics of the texts were first analysed and input into the spreadsheet. This included data 

such as page numbers and word counts (for newspaper articles), and the date, location and type of 

publication. These form characteristics are “often extremely important mediators of the content 

elements” (Neuendorf, 2002, p. 24). The content of each text was guided in most cases by Braun and 
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Clarke’s (2006) six-step process of familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, searching for 

themes, reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes, before producing the final report. 

There were generally two units of analysis in each study. First, each text was analysed as an individual 

unit. Second, the individual units were seen as a collective body of literature, from which conclusions 

can be drawn about the overall state and nature of policy, media coverage, or research body. In the 

case of the media content analysis, a third unit of analysis was introduced, where newspaper articles 

were analysed at the sentence and phrase level, in order to identify the depth of reporting in the articles.  

2.2.4 Limitations  

One of the concerns regarding content analysis is whether or not the results they produce are merely 

“idiosyncratic results of one rater’s subjective judgement” (Tinsley & Weiss, 1975, p. 359). To limit the 

potential threat, several strategies were used to reinforce the reliability of the findings in the content 

analysis studies (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). First, explicit and considered criteria were set for what 

texts would be included and excluded. Next, the processes undertaken to locate the texts, and the 

results of these processes, were transparent: information is available for readers interested in locating 

and reviewing the texts themselves. Next, explicit coding instructions and spreadsheets were used to 

extract uniform data from each text. Spreadsheets and other records of analysis were kept in what is 

known as an ‘audit trail’, an accepted strategy to ensure reliability and replicability (Birks & Mills, 2011). 

In some cases, these detailed spreadsheets were offered to journals, but in all cases the final 

publication included only an abridged version, most likely due to space limitations (Full spreadsheets 

are included in Appendix A). Finally, the inclusion and exclusion criteria, data sampling techniques, 

coding instructions and data analyses were all reviewed by at least one other researcher for further 

validation of the findings. 
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While defining clear inclusion and exclusion criteria is essential to ensure replicability, there is a 

potential for exclusion criteria to introduce selection bias. The main concern is that the sample collected 

may not be representative of the whole sample, and this can reduce external validity (Katz, 2001). The 

exclusion of particular data was due in most cases to the time and financial constraints of the doctoral 

thesis. In the papers presented here, decisions were made to exclude certain types of data, including 

online newspaper articles (Paper Two), and unpublished papers (Papers Three and Four). The 

exclusion of these materials, which might offer further interesting insights, is acknowledged as a 

limitation to the conceptual phase of the study, and the analysis of these text types are presented as 

possible avenues for future research.   

 

2.3 Research findings and discussions 

Four papers report and discuss the findings of the conceptual phase of the journey. Together the four 

papers constitute a literature review in the traditional sense, because they have helped to inform the 

empirical study. However, they extend the literature review in the traditional sense, for three reasons. 

First, they make contributions to the knowledge body in their own right. Second, they have been 

scrutinised by the scholar community. Third, they provide a review of different types of literature, 

beyond the usual published books, papers, and dissertations. Onwuegbuzie and Frels (2016) 

recommend extending literature reviews to include a range of other sources. As such this thesis 

includes systematic analyses of media coverage and policy documents relevant to the research 

problem. Therefore, it looks at the problem not just from the point of view of scholars, but also of the 

public, and of policy makers.  

Paper One, ‘Language policy literacy for language teachers: How important is it?’, is an analysis of 

language education policy and practice in Australia over the past 50 years, with an additional focus on 

the state of Queensland, where the study was conducted. It places the research problem within its 

historical, political and social context. This journey into the past reveals that language education has 
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been, and continues to be, an important part of the educational landscape in Australia. It also shows 

that the problem of language teacher supply is one that has been identified in multiple policies and 

government reports, but has rarely moved from symbolic policy to substantive action. It shows that 

addressing the teacher shortage through attrition and retention research is of timely importance, and as 

such provides a justification for the empirical study which follows. The paper was originally presented 

as the plenary speech at the Modern Language Teachers’ Association of Queensland Biennial 

Conference in Brisbane in October 2014. The session was very well received, and the convenors 

requested that the presentation be written up as an article for the association’s journal, and a copy of 

the slideshow to be made available on the association’s website. The paper was subsequently 

rewritten specifically for the journal, and has been published in the MLTAQ Journal, the journal of the 

Modern Language Teachers’ Association of Queensland (MLTAQ). Cristina Poyatos Matas appears as 

the first author, although our contribution to both the presentation and the article was equal. While this 

is not a peer-reviewed journal, the article provides a contribution to the MLTAQ, which has been very 

helpful and supportive of this research project, both as an association, as well as through many of its 

individual members.  

Paper Two, ‘Language teacher supply: A content analysis of newspaper coverage across the 

‘Anglobubble’’, reports on a content analysis study that explored how, between 2010 and 2015, the 

issue of language teacher supply was portrayed in print newspaper media from Australia, Canada, 

Ireland, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The choice of print newspaper 

media for analysis was motivated by the fact that mainstream media reflects and influences public 

opinion and perceptions of educational issues. These six English-speaking countries, which have been 

collectively referred to as the ‘Anglobubble’ (Hajek, 2014), were chosen to allow for a comparison of 

public discourse across a number of countries that, in spite of unique social and educational contexts, 

share concerns regarding the quality of language education in schools, and the availability of language 

teachers. The findings indicated that there is an ongoing crisis with the supply of language teachers 
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reported in the media in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States. 

Further, in areas where language education is being propelled by top-down political agendas, there is 

little evidence of sustainable and widespread progress in terms of addressing the imbalance in 

language teacher supply and demand. In contrast, in areas where grass-roots community movements 

are present, actions are being undertaken to find genuine and sustainable solutions to the shortage of 

language teachers. This paper has been accepted for publication in Issues in Educational Research, a 

peer-reviewed open access journal published by Australia's Institutes for Educational Research in New 

South Wales, South Australia, and Western Australia. 

While the media highlighted the problems regarding the shortage and attrition of language teachers, 

there was little discussion about the causes of the problem, or possible solutions. Therefore, in Paper 

Three, ‘Where (and why) have they gone? A review of language teacher career attrition research in the 

‘Anglobubble’’, the voices of scholars were sought, to better understand the current body of literature 

on language teacher attrition. Due to the paucity of research in Australia, the review took a broader 

international focus, and included a number of English-speaking countries experiencing similar problems. 

Although the net was cast wide (studies published over a period of 50 years in six countries), the 

literature could be counted with two hands, highlighting the desperate need for more research in this 

area. The content analysis of the ten studies uncovered a number of themes that may contribute to the 

attrition and retention of language teachers. The findings indicated that lack of support and lack of 

value for language education, poor working conditions, and insufficient pre-service training can 

contribute to language teachers leaving the field. On the other hand, appropriate mentoring programs, 

a strong sense of self-efficacy, and job congruence may all help to facilitate retention. This paper is 

currently under review.  
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Paper Four, ‘Teacher attrition and retention research in Australia: Towards a new theoretical 

framework’, reports on a thematic content analysis of Australian research into teacher attrition and 

retention in the twenty years from 1995 to 2014. Promoting teacher retention requires a thorough 

understanding of the factors involved in teachers’ decisions to stay in or leave the profession. This 

paper brings significant insights into the history and current state of the research field. Among the 

findings is a lack of discipline-specific studies in the literature, as well as a lack of a comprehensive 

framework to bring together the many factors that influence teachers’ career decisions. A major 

contribution of this paper to the research body is the development of such a framework, which brings 

together all of the separate pieces of the puzzle. The four-capital theoretical model of teacher retention 

proposes that in order to promote career retention, teachers “need to have, have supported, and have 

opportunities to further develop, their human capital, social capital, structural capital, and positive 

psychological capital (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015, p. 46). This paper has been published in The 

Australian Journal of Teacher Education, an Australian-based, international peer-reviewed journal with 

an A-ranking from the Australian Research Council.  

Together, the four papers provide a broad yet comprehensive review of the literature on language 

teacher attrition and retention. They report on the political, social, and historical context in which 

Australian language teachers work, the perceptions of the problem as evidenced in public media 

discourse, the factors that influence language teacher attrition and retention across the English-

speaking world as seen in empirical studies, and the issues concerning teacher attrition and retention 

in Australia. The collective contribution of the four papers brings new theoretical understandings that 

have informed the development and implementation of the empirical research study presented in 

Chapter 3: Empirical Phase of the Study. 
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2.3.1 Paper One 

Language policy literacy for language teachers: How important is it? 
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2.3.1 Paper One 

 

 

Language policy literacy for language teachers: How important is it? 

 

 

Abstract 

This article provides a foundation for developing language teachers’ policy literacy. As educators, 

language policy has a direct impact on our work. By building our knowledge of language policy, we can 

be more actively involved in the process itself, becoming policy influencers rather than passive policy 

consumers. In this way, we can help to bring about the change that we want to see in our classrooms. 

The article begins with a basic introduction to language planning and policy, before delving into a brief 

history of language policy and its impact on language education in Australia and Queensland. It then 

analyses current Queensland policies and presents ways for teachers to be more connected to the 

political process. Finally, a call is made for all language teachers to be empowered through knowledge, 

activism, and collectivism.  

 

Introduction: An overview of language planning and policy 

“Knowledge is power”-Francis Bacon 

Language policy impacts directly on language teachers’ daily work. For this reason, it is important for 

teachers to have an understanding of what language planning and policy is, to be aware of past and 

current policies, and to reflect on their own role in the policy development and implementation process. 

These three elements will be covered in this paper. 

Language planning is an activity “undertaken by government … intended to promote systematic 

linguistic change in a community of speakers”, either to maintain civil order, or to move society into 
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what is seen by the government as a ‘good’ or ‘useful’ direction (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, p. xi). 

Language planning leads to the promulgation of language policy, which has been defined as “a body of 

ideas, laws, regulations, rules and practices intended to achieve the planned language change in 

society, group or system” (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, p. xi).  

Language policy becomes visible through “formal language planning documents and pronouncements, 

as well as informal statements of intent that at first glance may not seem like language policies at all ” 

(Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, p. xi). Language policy is not always bound together in a neat document 

entitled ‘policy’. It also encompasses political discourse, the debates and discussions that surround the 

decision making about what is to be done in a particular area (Ball, 1993, 1994). Policy statements can 

generally be divided into two categories – the symbolic and the substantive. Symbolic statements 

articulate good feelings about change, while substantive policy articulates specific steps to be taken 

(Peddie, 1991).  

Evaluation is an integral part of policy implementation, and is necessary to ensure the effectiveness of 

policy during and after its implementation. Pivotal in the evaluation process is quality data, which 

includes baseline data regarding the state of play before a policy is introduced.  The Australian 

Productivity Commission (2010) noted that greater access to quality data is needed in Australia.  

The following section provides a brief overview of previous policies related to language education in 

Australia, before focusing specifically on the state of Queensland. In understanding the history of 

political discourse surrounding language education, we can clearly reflect on past successes and failings, 

and look to the future with a clear understanding of the past.  
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Research Methodology 

[N.B. This paragraph has been added to the original publication] 

This study adopted a critical content analysis methodology to analyse language education policy from 

Australia and Queensland over half a century from 1965 to 2014. A range of papers, reports and 

studies into the state and nature of language education were reviewed to identify policy documents and 

other related materials, which were in turn reviewed for references to other materials, in a form of 

snowball sampling (Neuman, 2011). Each policy document was reviewed and information recorded 

about its form, which included authors, commissioners, funders, dates of release, and types of 

publication (review, report, white paper, etc). Also reviewed was the content of each document, in 

particular the details of any consultation periods, targets, implementation strategies, evaluation plans, 

and funding allocations. To ensure reliability of the findings, two researchers were involved in the 

analysis of the data.   

 

A brief overview of language education policy history in Australia  

“Those who cannot learn from history are doomed to repeat it” -George Santayana 

In 1966, the introduction of the Migration Act 1996 was a watershed moment in immigration reform, 

dismantling many aspects of the White Australia Policy. Around that time, 44% of Year 12 students 

studied a language, most commonly French, German and Latin (Lo Bianco, 2009). Language was most 

commonly taught through a Grammar-Translation methodology, and was considered an elite pursuit, 

providing access to literary texts and ‘high culture’. In 1968, the removal of language study as a 

requirement for university entrance had an immediate impact on language enrolments, with a decrease 

of 10% (Lo Bianco, 2009). 

The 1970s was a time of social and political change in Australia, with the implementation of discourse 

shifting policies including the Australian Citizenship Act 1973 and the Racial Discrimination Act 1975. 

According to Lo Bianco (2009) this was a period when “for the first time in Australian history languages 
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other than English became the object of positive and direct attention” (p. 16). Several major reports into 

language education attempted to shift language education from an elite pursuit, and bring language 

education to communities, including the Report by the Commonwealth Advisory Committee 

on Teaching of Asian Languages and Cultures in Australia (Auchmuty, 1970), the Report of the 

Committee on the Teaching of Migrant Languages in Schools (Committee on the Teaching of Migrant 

Languages in Schools, 1976), and the Report of the Review of Post Arrival Programs and Services for 

Migrants (Galbally, 1978). 

The 1980s saw the implementation of the National Policy on Languages (Lo Bianco, 1987), a landmark 

policy with public endorsement from all political parties. It led to the first programmes in “deafness and 

sign language, indigenous languages, community and Asian languages, cross-cultural and intercultural 

training in professions, extensions to translating and interpreting services, multilingual resources in 

public libraries, media, support for adult literacy and ESL”, among others (Lo Bianco, 2009, p. 22) .  

The policy also identified nine languages of wider teaching: Arabic, Chinese, French, German, Modern 

Greek, Indonesian, Italian, Japanese and Spanish, and led to the widespread introduction of primary 

languages (Lo Bianco, 2009). In 1989, 12.14% of Australian Year 12 students studied a language 

(Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood, 1994).  

In 1991 the Australian Language and Literacy Policy (Australian Language and Literacy Council [ALLC], 

1996) proposed the substantial expansion and improvement of language learning. A national target of 

25% of Year 12 students studying a language was set for 2000. The policy included a budget of $66m 

over four years. In 1994, the National Asian Languages and Studies in Australian Schools (NALSAS) 

program was also introduced, with a focus specifically on the priority languages of  Indonesian, 

Japanese, Korean and Mandarin. $208m was given to the program in its first phase (1995-1998), with 

a further $120m in its second phase (1999-2002), in order to reach the target of 15% of Year 12 

students studying an Asian language (Australian Government, 2003). During the 1990s, and as a result 

of these programs, Year six and seven language study across the country increased from 10% to over 
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95%, and student participation in Asian languages doubled. Despite these gains, the number of Year 

12 students studying a language ranged between 12% and 15% (Standing Council on School 

Education and Early Childhood [SCSEEC], 1992-1999). The lack of progress in senior language study 

was blamed by the ALLC on governments setting “extravagant and unachievable targets … while 

failing to put into place strategies to ensure that there are sufficient qualified and proficient teachers” 

(ALLC, 1996). 

The 2000s saw chopping and changing of language policy as changes in government revealed 

different priorities. In 2002, the funding for the NALSAS program was cut by the incoming Liberal 

government and replaced in 2005 by the National Statement for Language Education in Australian 

Schools: National Plan for Languages in Australian School, 2005-2008. The policy was widely criticised 

for having no priorities and no attached funding (Australian Council of State School Organisations, 

2007). In 2008, a new Asian language program was introduced by the new Labor government, the 

National Asian Languages and Studies in Schools Program (NALSSP). The NALSSP had similar 

targets to NALSAS, with a target of 12% of Year 12 students studying Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese, 

and Korean by 2020. It had a much smaller funding commitment and a shorter time frame, with $62.4m 

funded over a single phase of 4 years. Once again, national averages this decade for students studying 

a language until their final year of schools ranged between 12% and just under 14% (SCSEEC, 2000-

2008). 

In early 2010s, the inclusion of Languages in the Australian Curriculum was solidified, and 

development of language-specific curricula that recognises learner types and different entry points 

began (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2011). In 2013, the current 

government released its policy for language education within the pages of The Coalition’s Policy for 

Schools: Students First, stating that “The Coalition will revive the teaching of foreign languages in 

Australian schools to ensure that at least 40 per cent of Year 12 students are once more studying a 

language other than English within a decade” (Australian Government, 2013, p. 12). In 2015, the first 
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steps toward reaching this goal were revealed, with $10m dedicated to introducing language education 

into 40 pre-schools, using educational games on tablet devices (Hannigan, 2014).  

Within this brief history there is ebb and flow of programs and policies, but one constant remains. As 

shown in Figure 2.1, the uptake of language study by Year 12 students has been far less than any of 

the targets that have been set, illustrated in a lighter shade. Since 1982, the number of Year 12 

students studying a language has not raised above 15%. 

 

Figure 2.1. Percentage of year 12 enrolments in languages in Australia, 1960-2014, and targets set in 

national policies (Various sources as presented in the text) 

 

The Queensland Historical Context 

The history of strategic policy concerning language education in Queensland arguably begins in 1991, 

with the Ministerial Statement, Languages Other Than English (Braddy, 1991). The policy had a $65m 

budget, and a target of 20% of Queensland Year 12 students studying a language by 2000. Languages 

Other Than English was identified as a Key Learning Area, and all students in Years 6-8 were involved 
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in language study, with an expected minimum of 90 minutes per week. As a result, the 44% of state 

primary schools offering a language in 1991 rose to 68% in 1992, and 100% in 1999 (Crawford, 1999). 

Mirroring what was happening at the same time nationally, these increases in primary school language 

study were not seen in the senior years, with 9% of state school Year 12 students studying a language 

(SCSEEC, 1997). In fact, according to the Queensland Review of the delivery of curriculum in primary 

schools, “given the choice, half the schools surveyed would not pursue LOTE in its present form”?  

(Crawford, 1999, p. 27). This review, along with the Review of LOTE Implementation (Rix, 1999) were 

both critical of the policy implementation, due to its lack of community ownership, and inattention to 

pertinent issues including teacher supply and quality, working conditions, and professional 

development.  

In 2000, the Queensland government prioritised seven languages for study and developed the Years 4-

10 Languages Other Than English syllabus. The program included professional development and 

regional support for teachers, and the creation of unit plans and digital materials to support syllabus 

implementation. In 2006, the Regional LOTE Plan was trialled to provide more flexible modes of 

language delivery, although some accused the plan of being used as a way for schools to cut LOTE 

from their curriculums (Australian Council of State School Organisations, 2007). A lapse in the 

mandatory status of languages in 2009 saw a quarter of schools dropping languages from their 

programs (Chilcott, 2010). The mandatory status was reinstated in 2010 but concerns persisted over 

non-compliance, when 76 schools were found not to be meeting mandatory requirements (Day, 2011). 

In 2008, 5% of Queensland Year 12 students studied a language, well below the national average 

(SCSEEC, 2008). 

In the decade beginning in 2010, there was increasing community interest in bilingual education in 

Queensland (Smala, 2014). In 2014 the Queensland government released the drafts of new policies on 

language education Languages in Queensland state schools policy (Department of Education, Training 

and Employment [DETE] 2014b) and Global Schools: Creating successful global citizens (DETE, 
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2014a). At the time of the release of these documents, 6.84% of Queensland Year 12 students were 

studying a language. These documents are the focus of critique in the following section.  

To summarise, the language policy discourse in Australia and Queensland over several decades has 

changed little. There has been no shortage of policies and programs to increase the scope and status 

of language learning for Australian students. However, increases in language study are mostly limited 

to primary school students, where in many states learning is compulsory. Policy remains high on the 

symbolic but low on the substantive. Somehow, many of the elements that contribute to good policy are 

missing from past policies. The lack of even basic data has been raised by numerous experts (ALLC, 

1996; Erebus Consulting Partners, 2002; Liddicoat, et al., 2007; Nicholas, Moore, Clyne, & Pauwels, 

1994).The lack of comprehensive strategies for dealing with the very concerning challenges 

surrounding language education in Queensland and Australia means hope for the future development 

of language teaching and learning remains discouraging. 

 

The present situation in Queensland  

“The present is the food of the future” -Edward Counsel (1849 – 1939) 

The Global Schools: Creating successful global citizens draft was released for consultation in late 2014 

with major targets being set for the state, including 100% of Queensland state primary schools offer ing 

languages from prep by 2025, and 15% of year 12 students studying a language by the same year 

(DETE, 2014a). The Languages in Queensland State Schools policy was released at the same time, 

announcing the provision of languages from Years 5 to 8 (DETE, 2014b). In this section, each of these 

documents is analysed for both their strengths and weaknesses. 

Global Schools: Creating Successful Global Citizens 

The Global Schools policy has some positive aspects. It acknowledges the importance of local diversity 

and languages, including aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and languages. It aims to 

increase the number of children accessing second language learning from Prep to Year 12, and makes 
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immediate steps to increase the provision of compulsory languages, from Years 5 to 8 in 2015. It 

acknowledges that there are challenges (access to qualified teachers, high quality curriculum, 

increasing demand for language education from students, selling the ‘global citizen’ concept to schools). 

It acknowledges the need for teachers to be supported in maintaining their language proficiency and 

continuously improving their teaching. It proposes the exploration and promotion of good language 

teaching pedagogy and collaboration with different language communities in Queensland and overseas. 

Finally, it suggests that principals must take a major role in the promotion of languages.   

There are however, some serious areas of concern. Firstly, it is unclear how the concept of ‘global’ is 

being constructed, or what conceptual framework is going to be used to guide the collection and 

interpretation of evidence. Baseline data (aside from the current Year 12 retention rate) are not 

mentioned in the draft, nor is there an outline of how progress towards projected outcomes will be 

measured. The language policy evaluation strategy is unclear. A quality evaluation strategy is needed 

with information on how the evaluation will be used to shape improvements in the delivery of the 

language policy. While the Coalition’s policy mentions $120m in funding, the Queensland policy fails to 

provide a dollar amount. It does not give a sense of how a coordinated effort to learn from expertise 

available in Queensland, other states, or share experience and expertise available in Queensland will 

occur. This should be articulated into the policy to enrich its outcomes. The language competence level 

to be acquired by students is also not mentioned. Finally, the consultation process is unclear, as well 

as the deadline for feedback provision and expected format of feedback provision (As of writing, the 

deadline for consultation has passed).   

Languages in Queensland State Schools  

The Languages in Queensland State Schools policy announces that from 2015 the provision of 

languages from Years 5 to 8 is required, and encourages schools to offer a Languages program from 

Prep to Year 12. Principals will make decisions, in consultation with their communities, about the 

choice of language and the year levels of provision within their schools. It acknowledges the 
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importance of maximising continuity of language study between primary and secondary schools.  

Students willing to study a language not offered in their school will be able to negotiate access to that 

language. The policy acknowledges the importance of the availability of quality language teachers for 

successful program delivery and promotes effective language learning pedagogy to make language 

learning student-centred, meaningful, with authentic, assessment and project based learning to 

connect students with peers, communities, and the rest of the world. 

In terms of its weaknesses, the policy supports a state and national focus on increasing the number of 

students learning an Asian language. With such a limited focus it can be argued that it is moving away 

from the concept of global, rather than toward it. Time allocations are not specified in the document, 

and schools will make their own decisions informed by Queensland Curriculum and Assessment 

Authority’s Time Allocations and Entitlement. Without a commitment to required minimum hours of 

contact, it is likely that many schools will continue to run programs that have minimal contact hours, 

and thus put teacher and student satisfaction at risk (Mason, 2014). The document lacks a clear action 

strategy to implement the ambitious goals mentioned in the policy. It does not provide evidence-based 

aims for language learning and lacks an evaluation plan stating clearly who will be responsible for what. 

It does not make clear what support, funding or resources will be provided to schools and teachers to 

make this policy happen. The consultation process used to develop this policy is also not stated.  

While both policies have ambitious targets, they mimic past policies, both state and national, that have 

continued to fail our students. Unless we take an evidence-based approach to policy development and 

implementation, which is embedded in a consultative process with all stakeholders, and tackles head-

on the obstacles that have hampered the implementation of past policy, current policy initiatives will 

have similar disappointing outcomes.  
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Conclusion - The Future 

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it's the 

only thing that ever has" -Margaret Mead 

Language teachers have become, out of sheer necessity, master advocates for language learning 

within schools. Teachers are required to tirelessly promote language education and win over 

administration, colleagues, parents and students to the benefits of language learning. Although we 

need to continue advocacy at this level, this alone is unsustainable, and can takes a serious physical 

and emotional toll on language teachers (Mason, 2014).  

Language teachers, as individuals and as a collective, must be empowered and engage in the political 

process. Policy is everyone’s responsibility. When we leave policy to the policy-makers, this top-down 

approach means we are mere consumers of policy that we then react to. What we need to do is to be 

proactive, to build a grass-roots movement where we, as tax payers and as language educators with 

intimate insights into language education, can influence policy so as to help form policy that will be 

more realistic and effective. By building our knowledge of policy, and by being active in the process as 

individuals and a collective, we can move from being policy consumers to policy influencers (Figure 

2.2). 

 

Figure 2.2. Moving from policy consumers to policy influencers 
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Language policy development and implementation is everyone’s business. Our identity as language 

teachers should be shaped by knowing the language we teach, knowing how to teach it, and just as 

important, knowing the policies that affect our profession and our daily practice. If our policy literacy is 

non-existent, our ability to shape our professional world is compromised.  If our policy literacy increases, 

so too will our ability to influence policy development and implementation in a positive way, to defend 

the rights of our students to access a quality language education, which is supported by the wider 

Australian community and government. We, language teachers, can all make a small change today 

with our actions, to become more informed, to contribute to a world that will empower the children of 

Queensland to becoming bilingual and multilingual, and in this way, survive and thrive in an 

increasingly global world. 
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2.3.2 Paper Two 

 

 

Language teacher supply: A content analysis of 

newspaper coverage across the ‘Anglobubble’ 

 

 

Abstract 

In the monolingual English-speaking world referred to as the ‘Anglobubble’, governments are finally 

recognising the advantages of a citizenry able to engage in and between multiple languages and 

cultures. As a result, increased efforts are being made to introduce and expand educational programs 

to teach languages. Thus, now more than ever, an appropriate language teacher supply is needed to 

support the internationalisation process of citizens. However, a language teacher supply crisis is 

emerging. The content analysis study reported here, explored how the issue of language teacher 

supply was portrayed in print-based newspaper media from six English-speaking countries between 

2010 and 2015. The findings indicate that there is an ongoing crisis with the supply of language 

teachers in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States. Further, in 

areas where language education is being propelled by top-down political agendas, sustainable 

progress is limited. Attention is focused on a small number of ‘popular’ languages, with indigenous 

languages all but forgotten. In contrast, in areas where grass-roots community movements are present, 

actions are being undertaken to find genuine and sustainable solutions. This is also bringing a more 

positive media discourse, and, as such, increased social awareness and value for language education.  

 

Keywords: foreign/second language teachers, teacher attrition, teacher retention, content analysis 
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Introduction 

A shortage of language teachers is threatening the efficacy of language education programs across 

many English-speaking countries (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

[ACARA], 2011; Friedman, 2015; McElroy, 2015; Ratcliffe, 2013). While the shortage of language 

teachers has been given some attention in political and academic circles, this paper attempts to 

investigate public perceptions and popular social discourse, as reflected in its representation and 

portrayal in mainstream media.  The authors were encouraged by a recent paper published in Issues in 

Educational Research, which analysed media coverage of teacher shortages in Australia, and 

encouraged other researchers to “examine the reporting of other educational issues to ascertain 

whether the tendency to negative and superficial reporting is widespread” (Shine, 2015, p. 511). This 

paper presents insights about the particular issue of language teacher supply, and takes an 

international focus. 

This paper investigates the media coverage regarding language teacher supply in six English-speaking 

countries: Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States. These 

countries have been collectively referred to as the ‘Anglobubble’, a “part of the world, with a 

concentration of monolingual English speakers, that operates in English, thinks it only natural that 

everything should happen in English and should logically be experienced and understood in English” 

(Hajek, 2014, para. 2). In each of these countries various programs and policies have been adopted to 

improve the state of language, and important inroads have been made. However, there is still much 

more to be done to ensure that the opportunity to learn other languages is available for all students.  

Despite the broad commonalities of the six countries, there are key social, political, and historical 

differences which make each country’s situation unique. Unfortunately, the space limitation of this 

paper precludes a more in-depth discussion of each country, although key differences are presented 

throughout the paper as they become apparent through the differences in media coverage.  
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Research methodology 

The design of the study was a content analysis of paper-based newspaper articles from Australia, 

Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States. Paper-based newspapers 

were chosen because, despite the rapid growth in online channels for news distribution, most 

newspaper reading still happens in print (Bartel, 2015). Furthermore, print-based newspapers remain a 

powerful tool in shaping public opinion and influencing policy (Greenslade, 2011). 

Data were collected from print-based newspapers, using the online databases ProQuest Newsstand, 

ProQuest Australia and New Zealand Newsstand, Canadian Newsstand Complete, and UK Newsstand. 

These databases were selected because they cover more than 2000 newspaper titles from all six of the 

countries under investigation. Combinations of the search terms ‘foreign’, ‘second’, ‘language’, ‘teacher’, 

‘supply’, ‘recruitment’,  ‘attrition’, ‘retention’, and ‘shortage’ were used. Included in the analysis were 

original, full-text, print-based newspaper articles, from January 2010 to December 2015, which made at 

least one mention of the supply of language teachers in schools. Editorials and letters to the editor 

were not within the scope of this study because they are of personal and opinion-based nature.  

Content analysis is an empirically grounded method of analysing meaningful matter, “that is, data 

whose physical manifestations are secondary to what they mean to particular populations of people” 

(Krippendorff, 2013, p. 5). Newspapers often come under the eye of content analysis researchers, due 

to their significant impact on public awareness. Online channels are becoming increasingly popular 

methods for the dissemination and consumption of news media. However, with a longer history of 

investigative journalism, newspapers have been found to wield considerable influence over the content 

of newer media (McCombs, Holbert, Kiousis & Wanta, 2011; Pew Research Centre, 2010). “As well as 

influencing public opinion, mass media reflect opinion and perceptions through reporting what other 

people, companies and organizations are saying and doing” (Macnamara, 2005, p. 21), and as such is 

an ideal way to better understand the issue of language teacher supply. 
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As proposed by Neuendorf (2002), analyses were conducted of both the form and content 

characteristics of the newspaper coverage in relation to language teacher supply. In a content analysis, 

it is important to consider content and form characteristics, in particular, because “form characteristics 

are often extremely important mediators of the content elements” (p. 24). Therefore, the research study 

adopted a six-step process to analyse the content and form of the articles, starting with familiarisation, 

generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes, 

before developing the final report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To ensure reliability and replicability of the 

findings, explicit coding instructions were used by two coders to ensure that obtained ratings were “not 

the idiosyncratic results of one rater’s subjective judgement” (Tinsley & Weiss, 1975, p. 359).  

 

Results and discussion 

When interpreting the outcomes of the data analysis, it is important to bear in mind that regional, 

national and international news competes constantly for limited space in print-based newspapers. The 

issue of language teacher supply is educational in nature, thus may not have the edge needed to 

compete with other more sensational headlines (West, Whitehurst, & Dionne, 2009). Despite this 

competition for space, the issue of language teacher supply is one that was discussed in 80 articles 

between 2010 and 2015. These articles met the criteria for inclusion in the study, and were given a 

code from M1 to M80. In summary, the articles came from the six countries of the Anglobubble, in order 

of frequency these were Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, the United States, and 

Ireland, with details shown in Figure 2.3. 
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Figure 2.3. Frequency of newspaper articles mentioning language teacher supply, by country and year  

 

The higher level of visibility of language teacher supply in Australia is most reasonably explained by the 

high level of policy development that has been seen there for over three decades (Liddicoat, 2010; 

Poyatos Matas & Mason, 2015). One article (M9) reported that “every new minister at some point has a 

love affair with languages and (promises) a lot of short-term funding … Then it disappears” (Ross, 

2014). Adding to this, the new ‘Australian Curriculum: Languages’ was being drafted, debated and 

implemented during the analysis period, and this has kept issues of teacher supply visible. Figure 2.4 

shows unsurprisingly that increases in media attention are often seen prior to and immediately 

following the release of educational policy. While this regular policy activity is driving media coverage, it 

has also been noted as one possible factor exacerbating the language teacher shortage, as it 

engenders instability in employment opportunities, which ebb and flow depending on the aims of each 

new policy (M9).    
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Figure 2.4. Media attention to language teacher supply in Australia, and the release of policies and 

documents relating to language education, 2010-2015 

 

Stance of media coverage  

As shown in Table 2.1, over 96% of articles (77/80) reported a shortage of language teachers. The 

exceptions include the single article from Ireland, which reported a lack of job opportunities for Irish 

education graduates. The article noted that Irish teachers were leaving to fill gaps in supply in England, 

with modern languages cited as an area of high demand. While the article did not mention specifically 

the state of language teachers in the country, it cited better working conditions and a “shortage of 

teaching posts” in general as possible reasons for teachers’ move from Ireland to England. This 

suggests that concerns lie in a lack of quality job opportunities for graduates rather than issues of low 

teacher supply, and this would also justify the absence of media attention to the issue. Two further 

exceptions come from the state of New South Wales in Australia, where the Department of Education 

and Communities was cited in two articles published within three days of each other, that there was an 
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adequate supply of language teachers (M12, M13). This position seems to have been contradicted by 

the statement that recent policy includes “a range of initiatives to further increase (language) teacher 

supply” (M12).  

 

Table 2.1 

Stance on the issue of language teacher supply in newspaper reports 

 N Reports a shortage of 
language teachers 

Reports an adequate 
supply of language 

teachers 

Reports conflicting 
information 

Other 

Anglobubble 80 77 1 1 1 

Australia 34 32 1 1 0 

Canada 19 19 0 0 0 

Ireland 1 0 0 0 1 

New Zealand 9 9 0 0 0 

United Kingdom 11 11 0 0 0 

United States 6 6 0 0 0 

 

Excluding these three exceptions, all of the articles in the study framed language teacher supply as a 

problem. While some of the articles merely stated the existence of, or potential for, a shortage of 

teachers, many gave further descriptions of the problem, which painted it as one of urgency and 

importance. Teacher shortages were presented as acute (M2, M7, M39), serious (M33, M36, M38) 

severe (M20), significant (M45), chronic (M53), critical (M37, M80), and widespread (M37, M38, M39). 

There were reports of challenges (M35, M37, M38, M40, M43, M67), major hurdles (M27) and 

struggles (M5, M19, M35, M62, M76) in filling positions and meeting demand. Languages were 

identified as an area of particular demand (M3, M13, M49, M77), whereby filling positions was reported 

as being more difficult than in other subject areas (M25, M31, M57). The demand for teachers was said 

to ‘outstrip’ capacity (M43, M47), and, as such, teachers were in ‘red-hot demand’ (M39). A ‘looming’ 
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shortage provided a negative forecast in one article (M6), while another talked of policy to increase 

language education that was “likely to be hamstrung by a shortage of teachers” (M72).  

Depth and scope of media coverage 

Despite the regular presence of the language teacher supply crisis in the media between 2010 and 

2015, the articles were often shorter than 800 words, placed away from the front pages and without 

images (Table 2.2). These three factors could impact negatively on the perception by readers of this 

educational crisis, compared to other social and political issues addressed in the media (Cissel, 2012).  

Thus, in the long term, the problem is deprived the attention that is needed to stimulate further public 

awareness and discussion.  

 

Table 2.2  

Descriptive variables of newspaper articles referring to language teacher shortage 

 N Type Scope Length^ Position Image 
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Anglobubble 80 60 20 58 22 20 45 15 8 20 50* 20 60 

Australia 34 24 10 30 4 7 18 9 1 11 22 7 27 

Canada 19 13 6 12 7 7 10 2 3 2 13 9 10 

Ireland 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 

New Zealand 9 8 1 3 6 1 7 1 0 5 4 2 7 

UK 11 8 3 9 2 1 7 3 1 1 8 1 10 

US 6 6 0 3 3 3 3 0 3 1 2 1 5 

^Short is less than 400 words, medium is between 400-800 words, and long is more than 800 words 

*The page number could not be determined for M41 (Canada) and M74 (UK)  
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The analysis showed that around half of the articles gave only a cursory mention of language teacher 

shortage. This was defined as a single phrase or sentence (or a repetition of the same phrase) that 

stated or implied that there was a shortage or potential shortage of language teachers, but gave no 

further or specific attention to the problem, as shown in Table 2.3.  

 

Table 2.3  

Depth and scope of newspaper coverage in relation to language teacher supply 

  

N 

 
Cursory 

statement of 
problem only 

 
Further 

discussion  

Further discussions covered …* 

possible causes 
of the problem 

possible 
solutions 

actions 
undertaken 

Anglobubble 79 42 37 14 8 23 

Australia 34 20 14 6 4 10 

Canada 19 10 9 4 1 6 

New Zealand 9 5 4 1 1 2 

United Kingdom 11 4 7 3 2 3 

United States 6 4 2 0 0 2 

*Totals higher than N are reported as articles were coded for all the categories that applied 

 

Content and nature of discussions 

While 42 articles were cursory in nature, a further 37 provided further discussion. Further discussions 

focused for the most part on current actions being undertaken to address the problem (n=23), followed 

by possible causes (n=14), and to a lesser extent possible solutions (n=8).  

To get teachers into classrooms, a common course of action reported in the media was the recruitment 

of teachers from other areas of the country (M19, M37, M39, M41, M44, M46). This is likely 

exacerbating the shortage in regional and remote areas, where it is generally more difficult to recruit 

teachers. In Australia, attempts have been made to recruit overseas-trained teachers through a skilled 

migrant visa scheme (M9, M17). This scheme allowed visa applications to be expedited for those with 



 

53 
 

in-demand qualifications. However, it was revealed that the scheme failed to address any teacher 

shortage, with only fifteen applicants successfully acquiring a visa to fill positions teaching in the priority 

areas of maths, science, language, or special education in 2013 and 2014 (M2).   

The concern with teacher shortages is that they sometimes result “not just in unfilled posts but in 

underqualified staff or excessive teacher workloads” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, 2002, p. 66). This has been seen in Australia, with the employment of native speakers 

without teaching qualifications (M5), and teachers who have not passed proficiency examination 

requirements (M10). While online learning is becoming more commonplace, in some cases it is being 

used as a reactive measure to counter a lack of staffing availability in face-to-face programs, rather 

than a decision based on knowledge of best practice (M18, M29). It is unclear if these pract ices are 

being used to cope with teacher shortages in other countries, and are not being questioned or 

discussed.  

In Australia and Canada there were reports of cuts, reductions, or delays to language programs (M25, 

M31, M35, M48). In Canada, where there are often more applicants than places in bilingual programs, 

schools have adopted a range of strategies to cap enrolments. This includes lottery systems where 

entry is selected randomly, or in first-in, first-served policies (M45, M46, M47). In response to these 

strategies, some community members have responded by holding campouts to secure an early 

morning meeting (M47), or organised ‘telephone parties’ where friends and family members gather to 

use multiple devices to continuously attempt to call the district’s education centre until a connection on 

the busy lines is made (M45). The main problem with these strategies is that they do not promote 

equity of access to these programs. Therefore, parents with access to more resources and wider social 

networks are more likely to be successful. This has caused frustration among some parents, with one 

quoted as saying “I am a parent with a true interest in having my children learn the French language… 

and it is reasonable to expect that my child be given the same opportunity” (M46).       
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Two main reasons are presented in the media as to why supply and demand has not been able to be 

brought into balance. First, language education is not being widely studied in schools and universities – 

due to lack of value for or interest in languages (M9, M11, M22, M46, M70, M74). Another cause put 

forward was the poor working conditions for language teachers, which has caused teachers to leave for 

other subject areas. In Australia, heavy workloads, large numbers of students, and short periods of 

contact time, “had forced about 250 qualified language teachers to take on classroom roles” (M25).  

Meanwhile in Canada, many “teachers start out in French, but leave to teach English because of 

challenges like parent scrutiny and a lack of resources” (M39). Put together, these two issues create a 

vicious cycle, where there are not enough students studying a language, and not enough graduates 

wanting to choose language teaching as an option, which places further pressure on the quality of 

language programs and the nature of the job, thus perpetuating the cycle.  

Several possible solutions to the problems are put forward through the media. According to the 

president of the Asian Studies of Australia, “additional inquiries are not needed … What is needed is a 

range of straightforward, concrete and economical programs”. Several suggestions are presented to 

the media, including cash incentives (M26), to “ensure the recruitment of a trained workforce” (M71), a 

“significant expansion in language learning during teacher training” (M72), and mandatory French 

methodology courses as part of all teacher certification in Canada (M47). In New Zealand, the Waikato 

Principals’ Association president proposed a system whereby specialist teachers work across a 

number of schools (M56), a strategy that has had adverse effects in neighbouring Australia (Australian 

Council of State School Organisations, 2007; Mason, 2015).  

Concrete data were presented only in the Australian and Canadian media, and the Australian data 

often presented more questions than it answered. For example, in the Australian state of Queensland, 

it was reported that 70 unregistered teachers were found to have been employed to teach languages 

(M5) as well as 25 teachers who had failed the proficiency examination (M9). It is unclear if these 

teachers were working on short-term contracts, or if efforts were being made to ensure they could gain 
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the credentials required. In Canada, various reports commissioned by the non-profit volunteer parent-

led organisation Canadian Parents for French were cited (M37, M38, M39, M40, M41, M43, M44, M46, 

M47), although it was not always clear which report was being referred to. A statistic quoted in four of 

the articles was that 85% of school districts reported challenges in finding qualified applicants for 

French bilingual programs (M37, M38, M40, M43). This finding comes from an analysis of data 

collected from 96% of school districts, and as such has much more rigour than the piecemeal 

information provided by the Australian media. The lack of rigorous and comprehensive data available in 

much of the Anglobubble has a serious impact on the ability of jurisdictions to make well-informed 

decisions for the future sustainability of language teaching.  

Focus of media coverage 

Practicalities mean that decisions will always need to be made about which languages to each in 

schools. Within the media coverage, more than half of articles (n=48) referred to or focused on 

particular languages or language groups, as shown in Table 2.4. 

 

Table 2.4.  

Languages, language groups, and program types, referred to in the media (n=48)  

 n Asian 
languages  

French 
immersion  

Indigenous 
languages 

French 
core 

Spanish 
immersion 

Latin Bilingual 
programs 

Anglobubble 48 18 16 10 1 1 1 1 

Australia 11 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Canada 19 0 16 0 1 1 1 0 

Ireland 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

New Zealand 10 6 0 4 0 0 0 0 

United Kingdom 6 0 0 6 0 0 0 0 

United States 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 
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Figure 2.5 and Figure 2.6 feature ‘Word Clouds’, “visualization(s) of text in which the more frequently 

used words are effectively highlighted by occupying more prominence in the representation” 

(McNaught & Lam, 2010, p. 630).  Word Clouds provide a visually rich method to illustrate the 

dominance of particular terms in texts (McNaught & Lam, 2010). 

Eighteen newspaper articles made reference to Asian languages as a collective, or to specific Asian 

languages. The conceptualisation of ‘Asia’ differed across the media coverage, as is indeed seen 

across language education policy. As seen in Figure 2.5, the generic term ‘Asian’ was the most 

prominent, used in two thirds of the articles under investigation (12/18). In seven of these cases, Asia 

was left undefined. Others defined it as a combination of languages, which reflected the policy or 

curriculum documents it referred to. Overall, Chinese, Mandarin, and Chinese (Mandarin) were given 

the most attention. Even where Chinese is left undefined, in educational policy in the Anglobubble,  

 ‘Chinese’ is generally accepted as Mandarin. While Japanese was given some detailed attention, 

Indonesian, Hindi and Korean were all mentioned in passing. A further article (M34) mentioned Hindi, 

Urdu, Farsi, and Arabic, but these were left out of the Word Cloud, because the article used the terms 

only to point out the lack of focus on these languages (which, ironically gave detailed attention to 

Chinese and Indonesian).   

The focus on Asian languages was seen predominantly in Australia and New Zealand, where 

governments of both countries have given strategic policy attention to increase economic and political 

ties in the region. Part of these policies has been a commitment to increasing the number of students 

learning an Asian language, including the widespread introduction of language education in primary 

schools from the late 1990s (Ministry of Education, 2012; Pietsch & Aarons, 2012).   
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Figure 2.5. Word Cloud illustrating the conceptualisations of Asian languages in 18 newspaper      

articles. Representation is indicated by font size and superscript number  

 

The reason for the concerted focus on Mandarin is twofold. Firstly, there is a strong desire from 

Anglobubble governments to strategically align themselves with one of the world’s biggest economic 

powers (Yueh, 2013). However, the economic rationale does not explain the lack of focus on Hindi, 

with India recently recognised as the world’s fastest growing economy (Pandey, 2015), a prediction that 

was made more than a decade ago (Diamond, 2005). Nor does it explain the continued popularity of 

Japanese in educational policy, a country that continues its economic decline (Fujioka, 2015; Matthews, 

2015). The answer then might be explained by the commitment of some governments to promote their 

languages and cultures around the world. The Confucius Institute and the Japan Foundation both have 

significant presence in the Anglobubble, while countries such as Indonesia are unable to fund such 

initiatives to support the wider teaching of its languages (McDonald, 2010). While the role of such 

initiatives is to promote language education, they have conveniently helped to fill the gaps in teacher 

supply. In the United States, where there is ‘no specific funding for K-12 language instruction’, the 

Confucius Institute has supplied language teacher assistants to schools (M80), and this was also 

reported in New Zealand (M63).  
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With its reductive definition of Asia, more than two thousand other languages which are spoken across 

the Asian continent are excluded (Paul, Simons, & Fennig, 2015). That is not to forget the plethora of 

other languages that have cultural and historical significance across the Anglobubble, particularly 

indigenous languages, which were present in 10 articles. A large number of indigenous languages exist 

within the Anglobubble. There are over 350 languages that are indigenous to Australia (Paul, Simons, 

& Fennig, 2015), over 60 languages indigenous to Canada (Statistics Canada, 2015), while te reo 

Māori (The Maori language) is indigenous to New Zealand.  There are currently ten indigenous 

languages spoken in the United Kingdom (NicDhùghaill, 2013), with Scottish Gaelic, Irish, and Cornish 

ratified by the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (Council of Europe, 2014). In the 

United States, around 160 languages native to Northern America were identified in the 2010 census 

(United States Department of Commerce, 2011).  

Almost all indigenous languages around the world are in danger of disappearing forever (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2016), and those in the Anglobubble are all 

suffering from a shortage of teachers to teach the next generation of speakers (Gilles & Battiste, 2013; 

Inspectorate of Education, 2011; United States Department of Education, 2015; Worrall, 2014). Despite 

this, the discussion of indigenous languages in the media coverage analysed was limited to just two 

languages (Figure 2.6), te reo Māori and Scottish Gaelic, both of which have current educational policy 

which aims to protect and expand teaching of the language in schools, and the wider community. 
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Figure 2.6. Word Cloud illustrating all mentions of indigenous languages from the analysis of 80 

newspaper articles. Representation is indicated by font size and superscript number  

 

In Scotland, the 2011 census showed a slight decrease in the number of speakers of Gaelic, down to 

1.1% of the population (National Records of Scotland, 2013). This led to the drafting of a major 

language revival policy, which included a goal of increasing the number of students engaged in Gaelic-

medium instruction.  

The continued revival of te reo Māori in New Zealand has been given considerable policy attention over 

the past 25 years, including particular attention to language programs in schools. While there has been 

some progress (Benton, 2015), currently almost 80% of all New Zealand school students receive no 

Maori language education, or their learning is limited to simple words, greetings, and songs (Ministry of 

Education, 2015). Four articles focused on te reo Māori (M56, M57, M58, M62). However, all 

references were cursory or generic in nature. This is contrasted with the media focus on Chinese in 

New Zealand Schools, which in four of the six cases included further discussions.  

The omission of other indigenous languages in the media coverage on teacher supply does not mean 

that efforts are not being made to reverse the decline of indigenous education in the Anglobubble. This 

is particularly true in Australia, where thirty years ago the National Policy on Languages argued 

strongly for initiatives to support the maintenance of indigenous languages (Lo Bianco, 1987). More 

recently, Australia made a significant step forward, with the development of the Framework for 



 

60 
 

Aboriginal Languages and Torres Strait Islander Languages (Troy, 2015). While this is a positive step, 

the lack of discussion about the supply of teachers to implement the framework leaves some groups 

concerned that current efforts are unlikely to succeed because they fail to “tackle the real problems in 

language programs” (Worrall, 2014, para. 15). While teacher supply is just one of those problems, it is 

worthy of more media representation.  

Bilingual education also had significant coverage in the media, particularly in Canada from 2012 

onward. Bilingual, or immersion, education sees “the use of two languages as media of instruction for a 

child or a group of children in part or all of the school curriculum” (Cohen, 1975, p. 18). There is a 

strong body of research which recognises the cognitive and social benefits of immersion programs, and 

Canada is in a unique position to draw on its bilingual history. In recent years, there has been an 

unprecedented increase in parents wanting to enroll their children in French bilingual programs. This 

increase has meant that the current supply of teachers is no longer sufficient.  

Sources present (and absent) from the media 

The media coverage in the analysis included both human and textual sources (Table 2.5). In both 

Australia and Scotland, politicians and policy are the main sources of information. The discourse in 

these articles generally involves criticisms of past and potential policy failures, rather than promoting 

bilateral discussions. There was overwhelming opposition reported to a proposal to increase the 

teaching of second languages, including Gaelic, in Scottish schools (M67-M72). An opposition 

spokesperson made the following quote, which sums up the tone of the coverage of the issue.  

…we reject utterly the idea that every pupil across Scotland should be taught Gaelic … 

There is already a shortage of Gaelic teachers and to try to wheel out Gaelic lessons 

across every school in the country is not only impractical, but also unaffordable (M68). 
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Table 2.5 

Human and textual sources quoted in direct reference to language teacher shortages  

 Human sources Textual sources 
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Anglobubble 15 9 8 6 4 4 2 7 17 14 8 2 0 

Australia 7 4 1 1 3 1 2 3 10 4 4 2 0 

Canada 5 2 6 0 0 2 0 0 1 10¹ 1 0 0 

New Zealand 0 1 0 4 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

United Kingdom 3² 0 1 1 1 0 0 2 6² 0 1 0 0 

United States 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 

¹All of these ten articles were commissioned by the Canadian Parents for French organisation 

²All of the sources noted come from the media coverage of Gaelic education in Scotland 

 

In Canada, parents, and in particular the Canadian Parents for French organisation, were largely 

driving media attention, even more so than first appears in Table 2.5, because all of the ten non-

government research reports quoted in the media were commissioned by that organisation. Their 

active advocacy, research and lobbying has contributed to the wider visibility of the issue than in most 

other areas, and has promoted a more positive discussion, as their ultimate aim lies not in winning 

elections, but in ensuring “that children would have the opportunity to become bilingual in the Canadian 

school system” (Canadian Parents for French, 2016).  

The collective efforts of Canadian Parents for French have been acknowledged as contributing to the 

advancement of languages policy and the growth of English-French bilingualism in the country (Gibson 

& Roy, 2015). The group, which began with a small group of parents in Ottawa, has grown to a national 
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network with 10 Branch offices and 150 Chapters. They continue to voice their concerns to the media, 

to commission studies, and develop and disseminate advocacy materials, including templates of letters 

for parents to send to school councils and education ministers. They are following the model proposed 

by the authors in a previous paper, which encouraged concerned citizens through knowledge, activism, 

and collectivism, to become active policy influencers rather than passive consumers of policy, 

illustrated in Figure 2.7 (Poyatos Matas & Mason, 2015). 

 

 

Figure 2.7. Moving from policy consumers to policy influencers 

(Poyatos Matas & Mason, 2015, p. 18) 

 

The voices of language teachers were not widely present in the newspaper coverage, something that 

was also true in Shine’s (2015) study. She explained the absence of teachers’ voices, revealing that for 

journalists “it can be difficult to secure interviews with school teachers and principals in Australia 

because they are generally not able to speak to the media without express permission from their 

employer” (p. 511). This is also the case across the Anglobubble, where teachers have been punished 

for speaking in opposition to their employers (Edelman, 2015; Tickle, 2013; Veiga, 2015). In any case, 

language teacher associations and principals associations are better placed to speak to the media, 
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removing potential conflicts of interest or restrictions placed on employees. Therefore, it may be 

expected that the voices of language teacher associations, which advocate on behalf of language 

teachers, might be more present, but this was not the case. This suggests that public advocacy and 

communication strategies could be improved.   

 

Recommendations for future research 

Decisions were made during the research process to limit the scope of the study. While these 

delimitations were explained and justified throughout this paper, new avenues for research are 

presented. This study was limited to print-based newspapers. Online newspapers, opinion-based 

letters to the editor, and public online comment sections also influence and reflect public perceptions 

about social issues and, as such, warrant further investigation. Further, six English-speaking countries 

were chosen due to their English linguistic imperialism and general ambivalence toward learning a 

language other than English. In-depth investigation of each of the six countries is an area for future 

research. Investigating language teacher supply in non-English speaking countries would also provide 

an important point of comparison. Finally, media outlets make subjective choices, not only about what 

issues to cover but which groups to give a voice to regarding the issue, and it is vital to listen to the 

voices of those who are missing. While academics are being called upon to provide their perspectives, 

empirical studies which present evidence-based solutions to address the language teacher shortage 

are not being discussed. The voices of language teachers themselves, those who sit at the pivot of 

policy and practice, are also not being heard. The authors make a call to both researchers and the 

media to give a voice to language teachers. 

 

Conclusion 

The content analysis conducted on newspaper coverage of language teacher supply across the 

Anglobubble between 2010 and 2015 found that in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United 
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Kingdom, and the United States, there is a shortage of qualified language teachers and this is framed 

in the media as a serious problem. Mirroring the findings of Shine’s (2015) paper, this study also found 

that the issue was generally treated in a superficial manner, with more than half of the articles providing 

a brief mention of the problem, with no further discussion.  

The majority of sources in the media discussions are politicians and policy documents, and in Australia 

and New Zealand, there is significant focus on Asian languages. Furthermore, references to language 

teacher shortages are commonly made in passing, and further discussions about the extent or cause of 

the problem, or what to do about it, are limited in number and scope. Where discussions were present, 

there was most often a reporting of the actions taken or proposed to deal with the problem, although 

these actions in many cases were ad hoc and not sustainable for the long-term. The narrow nature of 

the media coverage can be seen as an indicator of the lack of social interest and political lobbying to 

bring visibility to the issue. In that sense, the issue of language teacher supply can be seen as 

reflective of the wider lack of social interest and value given to language education in many 

communities in English-speaking countries.  

Interest in language education in the ‘Anglobubble’ is probably more widespread than the media focus 

would suggest, particularly as all of these countries have rich multilingual and multicultural populations. 

Language education has been used by many governments as a political tool for economic advantage. 

This has helped put and keep languages on the public agenda in many parts of the ‘Anglobubble’, 

particularly Australia. However, the economic rationale does not work as the main rationale for 

language education in schools.   

For those passionate about language education for their children, students, and citizens, there is much 

to learn from the grass-roots movement in Canada that is propelling changes in attitudes and action in 

improving language education, and challenging the monolingual mindset. Through activism and 

organisation, community members are engaging in the political process at a grass-roots level; lending 
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their voices to the media, commissioning research, and driving public awareness. These actions are 

not only influencing the media coverage but also public perceptions about bilingual education and, in 

turn, there is more in-depth attention to the issue of teacher supply. By being fully engaged in the 

political process, these groups are also able to influence policy decisions, and place pressure on 

educational systems to provide the bilingual educational opportunities they value for their children. 
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2.3.4 Paper Four 

 

 

Teacher attrition and retention research in Australia:  

Towards a new theoretical framework  

 

 

Abstract 

During the last decades, the search to try to understand why Australian teachers prematurely leave 

their jobs has become an increasing focus of research interest. This article yields significant insights 

into the history and potential future of the teacher attrition research field. Using a thematic content 

analysis methodology, a study of the Australian literature reveals that the field in this country is still in 

its infancy, and is dominated by small-scale, qualitative exploratory studies. Furthermore, it shows the 

lack of consistency amongst studies discussing teacher attrition, as well as the need for a theoretically 

informed framework that acknowledges the complex nature of teacher attrition. To fill this void, the 

authors propose a new theoretical model, arguing that teacher attrition is a complex phenomenon, a 

product of the interaction of elements from social capital, human capital, positive psychological capital 

and structural capital intersecting. 

 

Introduction 

Teacher attrition is costly, both for a nation’s budget, and for the social and academic outcomes of its 

citizens. In teacher attrition research, there are two main foci. First, trying to determine the size of the 

problem and second, trying to understand what may contribute to it in an attempt to identify solutions. 

Some countries have made efforts to determine the rates of attrition, but have been impeded by 

problems with inconsistent results and unavailable data (Gray & Taie, 2015; Hanna & Pennington, 



 

100 
 

2015; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Mulkeen & Crowe-Taft, 2010; Pennington & Hanna, 2014). A ten-year 

old study by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) suggested that up 

to 30% of Australian teachers leave their careers within the first five years (OECD, 2005). More 

recently, estimates of early career attrition rates range from 8% to 50% (Queensland College of 

Teachers, 2013), which raises concerns regarding the trustworthiness of the data collected and the 

validity of the claims made by the various sources. There is generally acknowledgement that teacher 

shortages are a concern, although not equally in all areas. For example, shortages tend to be felt more 

profoundly in non-metropolitan areas (Brown, 2014), and in specific discipline areas, such as 

languages, science, and senior mathematics (Dodd, 2014; Jacks, 2014; Vonow, 2015). The need to 

address these shortages by looking at the retention of teachers, particularly of teachers in the 

beginning phase of their careers, is becoming more widely acknowledged in research circles and in the 

sphere of the Australian public media (Hiatt, 2012; McMillan, 2013; Milburn, 2011; Wilson, 2015). 

Trying to understand the factors and conditions that contribute to teachers leaving or staying in the field 

is an emerging focus of research interest, not just in Australia but all around the globe. While the United 

States leads the world in the number of studies investigating a variety of factors relating to teacher 

attrition or retention, in Australia there is a small body of research worthy of investigation. It is 

problematic that there have been no comprehensive reviews of the teacher attrition literature in 

Australia, although a dated but still regularly cited review of the international literature did include a 

number of local studies (Macdonald, 1999). With 20 years of history, it has reached the point where a 

critical review of the existing literature is needed to better understand the current state of the field of 

teacher attrition and to develop a research agenda.  

This paper focuses on the examination of teacher attrition and retention research in Australia over the 

two decades from 1995-2014. A qualitative study was conducted using a thematic content analysis 

methodology. Findings are discussed in terms of the studies’ definitions and measures of attrition, their 
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participants, and research methodologies. The study found that the major factors that contribute to the 

retention or attrition of teachers in Australian schools can be explained by pre-existing theories of non-

economic capital. By applying principles of capital to these themes, the authors propose a new four-

capital conceptual model for understanding teacher attrition and promoting retention. This new 

conceptualisation suggests that in order to retain teachers, they need to have, have supported, and 

have opportunities to further develop their human capital, social capital, structural capital, and positive 

psychological capital. The paper concludes by discussing in detail the nature of the analytical 

framework, and calling for further research in this area.  

 

The study 

The gap in knowledge regarding the causes that contribute to teacher attrition is particularly concerning 

in light of recent social and educational concerns about teacher attrition and teacher shortages. As 

such, understanding the current body of literature is paramount. For this purpose, a qualitative study 

was conducted, using a thematic content analysis methodology to collate and analyse the current 

knowledge base available in the Australian teacher attrition literature. This section discusses the nature 

and scope of the studies conducted in this area.  

In order to source Australian studies of teacher attrition, searches were conducted of three major 

international databases in the field of education: The Social Sciences Citation Index, the Educational 

Resources Information Center database, and the A+ Education database, using combinations of the 

keywords ‘teacher’, ‘attrition’, ‘retention’, and ‘turnover’, a term widely used in the United States. The 

criteria for inclusion were: peer-reviewed studies of Australian participants, from the past twenty years 

published in peer reviewed scholarly journals, which investigated the relationship of the study variables 

directly with the attrition and/or retention of teachers in school settings. 

Twenty studies met the selection criteria for inclusion in the analysis, and these are listed in Table 2.7.  
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Table 2.7 

List of studies included in the meta-analysis 

 Author/s Year Journal Title 

1 Ashiedu & Scott-
Ladd 

2012 Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education 

Understanding teacher attraction and retention drivers: 
Addressing teacher shortages 

2 Boylan & McSwan 1998 Australian Journal of 
Education 

Long-staying rural teachers: Who are they? 

3 Buchanan 
 

2009 Issues in Educational 
Research 

Where are they now? Ex-teachers tell their life-work 
stories 

2012 Australian Journal of 
Education 

Telling tales out of school: Exploring why former 
teachers are not returning to the classroom 

2010 Asia Pacific Journal 
of Education 

May I be excused? Why teachers leave the profession 

4 Buchanan, Prescott, 
Schuck, Aubusson, 
Burke, & Louviere 

2013 Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education 

Teacher retention and attrition: Views of early career 
teachers 

5 Ewing & Smith 2003 English Teaching: 
Practice and Critique 

Retaining quality beginning teachers in the profession 

6 Fetherston & 
Lummis 

2012 Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education 

Why Western Australian secondary teachers resign 

7 Frid, Smith, 
Sparrow, & Trinidad 

2008 Education in Rural 
Australia 

An exploration of issues in the attraction and retention 
of teachers to non-metropolitan schools in Western 
Australia 

8 Hall 2012 Australian Journal of 
Indigenous Education 

The "come and go" syndrome of teachers in remote 
indigenous schools: Listening to the perspective of 
indigenous teachers about what helps teachers to stay 
and what makes them go 

9 Handal, Watson, 
Petocz, & Maher 

2013 Australian and 
International Journal 
of Rural Education 
 

Retaining mathematics and science teachers in rural 
and remote schools 

10 Harrington & 
Brasche 

2011 Australian Journal of 
Indigenous Education 

Success stories from an indigenous immersion primary 
teaching experience in New South Wales schools 

Harrington 2013 Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education 

"When the wattle comes out, the turtles are ready": 
Success of the Enhanced Teacher Training program 

11 Howes & Goodman-
Delahunty 

2014 Journal of Career 
Development 

Life course research design: Exploring career change 
experiences of former school teachers and police 
officers 

 



 

103 
 

12 Laming & Horne 2013 Teachers and 
Teaching: Theory and 
Practice 

Career change teachers: Pragmatic choice or a 
vocation postponed? 

13 Manuel 2003 Asia Pacific Journal 
of Teacher Education 

Such are the ambitions of youth': Exploring issues of 
retention and attrition of early career teachers in New 
South Wales 

14 Mason 2010 Babel Language teacher: To be or not to be 

15 Moore 2009 Curriculum and 
Teaching  

Enhancing the world of educational quality: peer 
mentoring processes to retain quality elementary male 
teachers in Australian contexts. 

16 Paris 2013 Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education 

Reciprocal Mentoring: Can it help prevent attrition for 
beginning teachers? 

17 Plunkett & Dyson 2011 Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education 

Becoming a teacher and staying one: Examining the 
complex ecologies associated with educating and 
retaining new teachers in rural Australia? 

18 Rice 2014 Educational Review Working to maximise the effectiveness of a staffing 
mix: what holds more and less effective teachers in a 
school, and what drives them away? 

19 Sharplin 2014 Educational 
Research 

Reconceptualising out-of-field teaching: experiences of 
rural teachers in Western Australia 

Sharplin, O'Neill, & 
Chapman 

2011 Teaching and 
Teacher Education 

Coping strategies for adaptation to new teacher 
appointments: Intervention for retention 

20 Sumsion 2003 Australian 
Educational 
Researcher 

Rereading metaphors as cultural texts: A case study of 
early childhood teacher attrition 

 

The twenty studies were reported in 24 peer reviewed journal articles, meaning that some studies bore 

multiple papers, as they were reporting on different aspects of the study conducted. For example, this 

was the case of Harrington (Harrington & Brasche, 2011; Harrington, 2013), who reported on two 

stages of a five year longitudinal study. Sharplin, O'Neill, and Chapman (2011) reported on a 15-month 

longitudinal study of 29 early career teachers in Western Australia. In their study, out-of-field teaching 

emerged as a particular issue, and a separate paper was published (Sharplin, 2014). Finally, Buchanan 

(2009, 2010, 2012) published three papers from the same study, with nuanced foci. In all of these 
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cases, because the participants in each set of papers were the same cohort, for the purpose of 

analysis they were only counted once.   

Once the data were collected, the content of each study was analysed. Thus data were collected on 

the time the study was conducted, the type of journal in which it was published, the nature of the 

studies and the participants, the theoretical frameworks underpinning the studies, the research designs 

and methodologies, the data collection and analysis approaches and their findings, including 

recommendations for future research. A thematic analysis was conducted on the factors which showed 

a relationship to teacher attrition or retention, using the six step process of familiarisation with the data, 

generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes, 

before producing the final report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A third researcher was also invited to review 

our study for further validation of the findings.  

 

Discussion of findings 

The data obtained from the thematic analysis of the Australian literature on teacher attrition and 

retention, and the major findings are discussed in detail in this section.  

Publication venues and times 

The papers came from seventeen peer reviewed journals, three being Australian and thirteen being 

international, showing that teacher attrition is an international issue, and that findings from Australian 

research are also of interest to international researchers. Seven of the papers were published in the 

Australian Journal of Teacher Education, while two of the papers were published in the Asia Pacific 

Journal of Teacher Education. The remaining journals were: Babel , Australian Educational Researcher, 

Teaching and Teacher Education, Educational Research, Educational Review, , Curriculum and 

Teaching, Issues in Educational Research, Asia Pacific Journal of Education, English Teaching: 

Practice and Critique, Education in Rural Australia, Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, 

Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, 
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and the Journal of Career Development, Teachers and Teaching: Theory and Practice. The journal 

publishing the most papers on the issue, probably due to its specific focus on teacher education in 

Australia, is the Australian Journal of Teacher Education. The journal is well-established and well-

respected, having been given an ‘A’ ranking by the Excellence in Research for Australia body, which is 

evidence that teacher attrition and retention studies are an area of interest for their readership.  

The majority of the studies analysed took place in the most recent five-year period. As Figure 2.9 

shows there has been a significant increase in studies since 2010. This could be due to the 

intensification and complexity of teachers’ work in recent decades (Ballet & Kelchtermans, 2009; 

Easthope & Easthope, 2007). 

 

Figure 2.9. Number of peer reviewed Australian teacher attrition studies, five year intervals from 1995-

2014. 

 

Definitions of attrition and retention 

A consistent definition of the key terms is something missing from the Australian literature. As warned 

by Billingsley (2004), “subtle differences in the way that attrition is defined can result  in major 

differences in research findings” (p. 50). While on the surface it may seem that ‘retention’ and ‘attrition’ 

are simple dichotomous terms to describe those who stay and those who leave, the following analysis 

1 

3 
2 

14 

1995-1999 2000-2004 2005-2009 2010-2014
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will prove that the process is anything but simple. For example, while in many studies attrition is said to 

occur when a teacher leaves the field, one study identifies those who have left teaching in non-

metropolitan areas (Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & Trinidad, 2008), and another identifies those who have left 

language teaching (Mason, 2010), but not the teaching profession altogether. While these two groups 

may not fit under the definition of attrition in other studies, it is important to investigate areas of high 

demand that have arguably higher rates of attrition. Buchanan (2012) has attempted to look at the 

possibility of former teachers being lured back into teaching, and his study emphasises the fact that 

temporary attrition is a phenomenon that is rarely covered in the literature. Furthermore, as detailed in 

the following sections, the time period over which a teacher is studied to determine their retention or 

otherwise in the field, varies significantly between studies. 

Through the analysis we were able to extract de facto definitions by way of the research context. In 

doing so we found three methods of investigating attrition or retention, each with its own advantages 

and disadvantages. These methods included: 

1. Following teachers over a period and identifying those who stay and leave, and reasons why,  

2. Eliciting the perspectives of current teachers, former teachers, or both, and 

3. Asking current teachers about their intentions to leave. 

Firstly, some studies followed the progress of teachers over a period of time and the actual rates of 

attrition and retention were observed within their sample populations. An advantage of this is looking at 

the differences in experiences and characteristics of those who take different career paths. Of 

particular benefit is the ability to access teachers at the time of their departure, as it can be more 

difficult to locate former teachers once they have left the field, particularly if some time has passed. 

Additionally, memory errors are more likely when some time has passed since the attrition occurred. 

This phenomenon was shown in a recent study of marathon runners, whereby participants tended to 

report feeling better after the race than they had during the race, illustrating a ‘rosy’ bias whereby their 
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memory of the event changed from the reality after a period of time (Lemm & Wirtz, 2013). The main 

limitation of this approach to sampling is the inability to project the findings to wider populations, firstly 

due to the small number of most of the study samples, and also because of the different lengths of time 

over which teachers were followed. Some studies observed teachers at the beginning of their careers 

in longitudinal studies for three years (Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & Trinidad, 2008; Harrington & Brasche, 

2013), four years (Buchanan, Prescott, Schuck, Aubusson, Burke, & Louviere, 2013) and up to five 

years (Manuel, 2003) into their careers. Two more studies looked at attrition rates of teachers by 

seeking out the destinations of specific cohorts of graduates at a future post-graduation point in time. In 

Mason’s (2010) study, graduates were sought eight years after entering teaching, while Laming and 

Horne (2013) chose to seek graduates two to four years after graduation, as they felt that first year 

teachers “had not yet had sufficient time to settle into their new occupation and reflect on their 

experiences” (p. 329).  While comparing and contrasting both former and current teachers is 

paramount, the collection of data after different time periods makes comparison across studies difficult.  

Next, teachers’ perspectives were used to uncover factors that may relate to their decisions to stay or 

leave the profession. In some cases, the perspectives of current teachers were sought (Handal, 

Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013; Laming & Horne, 2013), while others sought the perspectives of 

former teachers (Buchanan, 2009, 2010, 2012; Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 2014), and still others 

sought both (Buchanan et al., 2013; Mason, 2010). A unique study sought the perspective of 

indigenous Australian teachers regarding the factors they believe promote retention or attrition of non-

indigenous teachers in their communities (Hall, 2012). A further study sought the perspective of ‘long-

staying teachers’, defined as teachers who have remained in the profession for more than six years 

with no immediate intention of leaving, in an effort to identify those factors that assist in retention 

(Boylan & McSwan, 1998). Of course, teachers have intimate insights about their own careers and 

experiences, but they are also unlikely to be objective participants. Also, factors that teachers are not 
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consciously aware of may be at play when they make their decisions, and as such they cannot solely 

be relied on to solve the puzzle of teacher attrition.  

Lastly, intention to leave is used as a predictive measure of attrition. While there have been links made 

between one’s intention to leave teaching and actually leaving (Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 

2001), the connection between the two is not sufficiently understood. A further impediment to the 

reliability of this measure is the use of different forms of questioning, and different time frames for 

requesting information about future intentions, a problem also found in an international review of 

literature relating to special education teacher attrition and retention (Billingsley, 2004). In this review, 

two studies requested information about participants’ future intentions in five years’ time (Ashiedu & 

Scott-Ladd, 2012; Paris, 2013), while a further two requested intentions in five and ten years’ t ime 

(Boylan & McSwan, 1998; Ewing & Smith, 2003). How these questions were framed is not always clear 

and this further muddies the waters regarding the replicability of the studies. Two other methods of 

gathering data on teachers’ intentions to leave were also used in the studies. Plunkett and Dyson 

(2011) asked teachers in a purposely vague way about their goals in the ‘short term’, and in the ‘long 

term’. Another method was the content analysis of teachers’ narratives, where ‘thoughts of leaving’ 

were identified post-data collection (Laming & Horne, 2013). In both of these cases, teachers were 

required to independently reveal an intention to leave, rather than being prompted by a direct question 

about their intentions, and therefore this is possibly a more accurate prediction of actual retention. 

Albeit with major limitations, ‘intent to leave’ provides a surrogate measure of attrition, allowing 

research to continue despite the difficulties in conducting large-scale longitudinal studies. However, to 

strengthen the rigour of this approach, researchers must be careful to frame their questions carefully 

and consistently.  

Type of participants, populations and priorities 

The number of participants and the method for their selection varied across the studies. The number of 

participants ranged from one (Sumsion, 2003) to 919 participants (Rice, 2014), with the average 
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number across the studies being approximately 113.  In many of the studies, data were collected from 

a convenient sample of respondents. Only one of the twenty studies crossed borders to include 

teachers in multiple states (Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 2014), and in fact at least seven studies 

involved participants who graduated from a single university. In no case has there been an opportunity 

to adopt a random sample approach, and this is due to the lack of commitment at a federal level to 

collate national data relating to teachers.  

Moreover, the nature of the participants selected for the studies varied and different populations were 

used in different studies, choices that reflect the different research priorities. One study looked at the 

career paths of Australian teachers alongside Australian police officers. The decision behind this choice 

being that both professions “traditionally offered life time employment and now have increased 

employee attrition” (Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 2014, p. 64). In their analysis, the authors found 

the main similarity between the two groups of participants was a shared feeling of being undervalued. 

Ten of the twenty studies investigated the attrition and retention of early career teachers, reflecting the 

high level of interest in retaining this group of teachers (Marshall, 2013; Milburn, 2011). One issue that 

has been revealed is the time frame over which early career teachers were studied. This ranged from 

twelve months (Paris, 2013); fifteen months (Ewing & Smith, 2003; Sharplin, O’Neill, & Chapman, 

2011), three years (Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & Trinidad, 2008; Harrington & Brasche, 2011; Plunkett & 

Dyson, 2011), four years (Buchanan et al., 2013) to five years (Manuel, 2003). While financial and time 

constraints do not always allow for the collection of data over extended periods, the lack of consistency 

in defining the term ‘early career teacher’ is an issue that must be addressed, as different time periods 

will produce different results, results that cannot be compared across studies unless everyone is on the 

same page. 

Studies of teachers in non-metropolitan areas (Boylan & McSwan, 1998; Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & 

Trinidad, 2008; Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013; Plunkett & Dyson, 2011; Sharplin, 2014; 

Sharplin, O’Neill, & Chapman, 2011), and teachers in indigenous communities (Harrington, 2013; 
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Harrington & Brasche, 2011) are also represented in the literature, as well as a further study that fits 

into both of these classifications (Hall, 2012). While ‘regional’, ‘rural’ and ‘remote’ are all terms used in 

the literature, the term ‘non-metropolitan’ was used in one study to cover all of these definitions. Of 

course, what a regional, rural, or remote area is differs depending on the context, but in the six studies 

of non-metropolitan teachers, all have adopted the boundaries as defined by the relevant education 

authorities. One study focuses specifically on the retention of teachers in remote indigenous schools, 

an area where the author suggests there is a ‘come and go’ syndrome of teachers entering and leaving 

schools, sometimes after as little as a few months (Hall, 2012). Hall was particularly “conscious of the 

postcolonial discourse regarding the detrimental impact of ‘research’ being ‘done to’ Indigenous 

peoples” (p. 190), and spent a large part of her paper discussing the ways she tried to ensure she 

conducted her research in a culturally sensitive manner. Harrington (2013; Harrington & Brasche, 

2011) reported on the success of a teacher training program that was designed specifically to prepare 

teachers for positions in schools with high indigenous populations, and some of these were in rural 

locations but others were in western Sydney. 

It has been argued that considering that teacher shortages in Australia are not equitably spread among 

the different disciplines, “attrition should be examined to uncover issues unique to each content area” 

(Wilkerson, 2000, p. 1).  However, it is interesting to note that only two of the studies were discipline-

specific, showing that this is not currently a research priority. The first of these studies was from the 

areas of mathematics and science (Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maer, 2013), and the second was from 

languages other than English (Mason, 2010), both areas where teachers are in high demand (Weldon, 

2015). Incidentally, the study of mathematics and science teachers also included the only study that 

focused on one gender, that being male. Male teachers are also in high demand, representing only one 

in four teachers, and their presence in the education system is seen as a huge benefit for the social 

development of all children, but particularly boys (Tuohy, 2014). This is an especially under-researched 

area and its presence in the Australian literature is welcome, although more research is warranted.  
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Collating data from a variety of perspectives is an important part of exploratory research. The limitation 

is that findings can generally not be applied to a wider population of teachers, as each study refers to 

different types of teachers in different locations and contexts. In the United States, one factor likely to 

have contributed to the depth and maturation of the field is the Schools and Staffing Survey, a series of 

questionnaires that use “a stratified probability sample design to ensure that the samples of schools, 

principals, teachers, districts, … contain sufficient numbers for reliable estimates” (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2015, para. 8). Cross-sectional data is collected in four-year cycles, meaning that 

trends can be revealed over time, and the datasets have provided the basis for a large number of 

studies on teacher attrition and retention in the United States (Cannaday, 2011; Ingersoll, 2001; Hahs-

Vaughn & Scherff, 2008). This commitment to large-scale, continuous, comprehensive and 

representative data collection is something that is desperately needed in the Australian context, not just 

for research into teacher attrition and retention, but for a wide range of issues which impact on the 

education of Australian students.  

Research designs and methodologies 

In terms of research design, the analysis found that there is an inclination toward qualitative, cross-

sectional research designs, probably explained by this being an emerging field of research in Australia. 

While only one study adopted a purely quantitative approach (Rice, 2014), fourteen studies used a 

qualitative design, and five mixed-methods. The most common methods for collecting data were 

interviews, surveys, questionnaires, or a combination of these. Seven of the articles reported on 

longitudinal studies, ranging in length from one year to five years. Several studies adopted a quasi-

experimental approach, where the impact of a particular mentoring, induction, or teacher preparation 

programme was explored (Harrington, 2013; Harrington & Brasche, 2011; Moore, 2009; Paris, 2013). 

However, in all of these studies there was no pre-post design, control group, or random assignment. 

While this research design precludes making generalisations about the wider population, it has 
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advantages for research in the social sciences, and the findings from these studies all point to the 

importance of social support for teachers. 

Theoretical underpinnings used in the studies 

While many factors contributing to teacher attrition were discussed (the focus of the next section), few 

theories were adopted to inform the data analysis and interpretation, a clear sign of a research field 

being in its developing stages. Theories that were adopted include Situated Theory (Buchanan, et al., 

2013), Social Critical Theory (Fetherston & Lummis, 2012), and Quality of Worklife (Sharplin, O’Neill, & 

Chapman, 2011), although their integration into the research is varied. For example, Fetherston and 

Lummis (2012) state in the abstract that their study is framed by Social Critical Theory, without giving a 

definition or interpretation of the theory, or details of how it was used to inform the research design, 

data collection and analysis. Sharplin and colleagues (Sharplin, 2014; Sharplin, O’Neill, & Chapman, 

2011) on the other hand, provide a background and review of the literature relating to Quality of 

Worklife, and data gathered through this conceptual lens found that the adoption of certain coping 

strategies (Sharplin, O’Neill, & Chapman, 2011) and the congruence of teachers’ appointments with 

their area of expertise (Sharplin, 2014) were important factors in retaining teachers. The scarcity of 

conceptually driven research is to be expected in a relatively new field of endeavour. However, if we 

are serious about tackling teacher attrition on more than a surface level, maturity in the research in the 

form of large-scale longitudinal studies, random sampled populations, and theoretically-driven research, 

is necessary.  

Type of recommendations made for future research 

Twelve of the papers analysed included recommendations for further research in light of their findings. 

A number called broadly for furthering research into specific areas, including motivation (Ashiedu & 

Scott-Ladd, 2012), classroom management (Buchanan, 2010), and reciprocal mentoring (Paris, 2013). 

There were also calls for further research of specific groups of teachers, including those in non-

metropolitan areas (Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & Trinidad, 2008), as well as language teachers (Mason, 
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2010). Sharplin attempts to forward the research agenda in two ways, firstly by calling for the 

replication of the study “in diverse contexts to test the veracity of the propositions” (Sharplin, O’Neill, & 

Chapman, 2011, p. 144), and secondly through the development of a framework to categorise and 

explore out-of-field teaching (Sharplin, 2014). However, on the whole, the research agenda is not being 

fully propelled by explicit recommendations for what needs to be done, and the methods for doing so. 

This is likely due to the lack of an overall model, without which current studies remain isolated and 

disconnected from a broader understanding of the complexities of teacher attrition or retention. 

 

Factors contributing to teacher attrition or retention 

In analysing the findings of the twenty studies, a long and varied list of factors were identified that 

showed some relationship - sometimes statistical but generally observed or anecdotal - to teacher 

attrition or retention. While some studies focused on one particular variable, others, particularly the 

more exploratory studies, revealed multiple factors. These factors underwent a process of thematic 

analysis where themes were identified and then “combined, refined and separated, or discarded” to 

determine patterns and organise the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91). The main, recurrent factors 

were ultimately organised into thirteen themes, which allowed the factors to be reduced to a more 

manageable size, without impacting on the richness of the data. The themes are shown below in Figure 

2.10, with the numbers in brackets corresponding to the studies as they are listed in Table 2.7. 
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Figure 2.10. Thirteen themes contributing to attrition or retention of Australian teachers (numbers in 

brackets relate to the studies in which they appear, as listed in Table 2.7). 

 

While some studies attempt to theorise teacher attrition and retention by organising themes into 

categories, we attempted to go one step further to understand the presence of these themes through 

the lens of pre-existing and well-established theories. We began with two theories – that of human 

capital and social capital, which are often linked together in social research (Healy & Cote, 2001; 

OECD, 2010; Pil & Leana, 2009). After the analysis revealed that not all of the factors could be 

explained sufficiently by these two theories alone, a further two theories – structural capital and positive 

psychological capital – were added to the model. Together, these four theories provide a framework for 

understanding the varied and complex factors that contribute to teacher attrition or retention, illustrated 

in Figure 2.11. 
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Figure 2.11. Thirteen themes impacting on teacher attrition or retention and their relationship to four 

established theories of non-economic capital 

 

Human capital themes 

Human capital has been defined as “the collective skills, knowledge, or other intangible assets of 

individuals that can be used to create economic value for the individuals, their employers, or their 

communities” (Caverley, Quresette, Shepard, & Mani, 2013, p. 574). In the school context, according to 

Pil and Leana (2009), human capital is defined as “an individual’s cumulative abilities, knowledge, and 

skills developed through formal and informal experiences” (p. 1103). Moreover, it has been argued that 

teachers with higher levels of human capital tend to be more effective, and are more likely to remain in 

their jobs, as they possess the skills and knowledge to cope with the demands of their positions (Boyd, 

Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2005). 

Three of the themes uncovered in the analysis of Australian studies relate to human capital. Firstly, the 

quality and nature of pre-service education is fundamental in the development of teachers’ human 

capital.  Pre-service education aims to provide teachers with the required professional skills and 

knowledge - the second theme - to meet the demands of teaching in modern and complex school 
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environments. The ability of pre-service education to meet this aim, however, is mixed. In Harrington’s 

(2013) study, the success in retaining teachers was put down to the specialised design of the 

Enhanced Teacher Training Scholarship Program, which aimed to “empower new teachers with the 

cultural and classroom awareness necessary for teaching in Indigenous communities” (p. 80), an area 

that generally experiences high rates of attrition. Mason (2010), on the other hand, found a number of 

language teachers left because their pre-service training had left them feeling “underprepared for the 

realities of being a language specialist” (p. 17), as well as not having sufficient language proficiency, 

which in language education is both the content knowledge and the method of instruction. Other 

researchers argued that teacher’s professional knowledge and skills needed to be further developed in 

areas such as educational and school politics (Ewing & Smith, 2003), pedagogical knowledge, 

classroom and behaviour management (Manuel, 2003), and cultural awareness (Hall, 2012; Harrington, 

2013) in order to facilitate retention. Pre-service training that presents teaching in an overly idealised 

and unrealistic way was also criticised (Ewing & Smith, 2003; Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & Trinidad, 2008). 

The third theme revolved around the continued professional development of teachers, which was 

considered one of the most influential factors for retaining teachers in Ashiedu’s (2012) study. While 

participants in some studies greatly valued their positive professional development experiences 

(Buchanan et al., 2013), others found the relevance and number of opportunities for continuing 

professional development to be lacking (Rice, 2014).  

Social capital themes 

Social capital has been defined as the “connections among individuals – social networks and the norms 

of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam, 2000, p. 19). While there are a range 

of definitions of social capital - in fact, Adler and Kwon (2002) found 23 distinct definitions in the 

literature - the underlying principle is that human interrelationships are valuable. In education, schools 

that have strong social capital through solid relationships and support have better outcomes not only in 

student academic achievement, but also in retaining staff (Leana, 2010). Social capital in a school 
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context has been described as “a trusting climate in the school – one where teachers talked to each 

other, shared the same norms, and had strong agreement in their descriptions of the culture of the 

school” (Leana, 2010, p. 18).  

In the Australian analysis, social capital accounted for five themes. Relationships are the core business 

of teaching, and the quality of relationships with colleagues (Buchanan, 2012), students (Boylan & 

McSwan, 1998; Mason, 2010), and school leaders (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Fetherston & Lummis, 

2012) were found to have an impact on Australian teachers’ decisions to stay or leave. Also of 

importance were teachers’ relationships with members of the wider community, and this was 

particularly important for participants working in indigenous communities (Hall, 2012; Harrington, 2013). 

Two further and closely related themes, school culture and school leadership, appeared across several 

studies.  School culture is determined largely by the strength of leadership in a school, and poor and 

absent leadership was mentioned in the literature as a factor in teachers’ decision-making (Fetherston 

& Lummis, 2012; Laming & Horne, 2013; Rice, 2014). School culture is something that is built over time, 

but it is something that can be felt almost immediately by teachers when they enter a new workplace. 

Schools with a poor culture, in the form of negative discourse and bullying (Fetherston & Lummis, 

2012) and poor student behaviour (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2010, 2012; Buchanan et 

al., 2013; Mason, 2010) arguably experience higher rates of attrition. Support is a broad term in the 

literature.  It is a term that is rarely defined and which is perhaps not even clear in the minds of 

teachers themselves, who often talk about a lack of support (Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013; 

Manuel, 2003; Mason, 2010; Rice, 2014). A common strategy for building support for beginning 

teachers is the implementation of formal mentoring and induction programmes. In the review of the 

literature, it was found that some such programmes in Australian schools have been effective (Moore, 

2009; Paris, 2013), but others are lacking or are non-existent (Buchanan 2012; Ewing & Smith, 2003). 

Lack of support can be manifested as feelings of isolation (Buchanan, 2009, 2010; Handal, Watson, 

Petocz, & Maher, 2013). Our understanding of teacher isolation is strengthened by the identification of 
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four types of isolation: physical, geographic, emotional and professional (Buchanan et al., 2013). 

Finally, a common issue raised by teachers was the lack of value placed on them as professionals 

within schools (Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 2014; Mason, 2010) and the value and prestige of 

teaching in wider society (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2009, 2010; Fetherston & Lummis, 

2012). 

Structural capital themes 

While human and social capital factors are generally considered ‘teacher factors’, a significant part of 

the literature on teacher attrition also looks at the role of the context in which teachers work. While 

human capital refers to the individuals within a company, structural capital has been defined as 

“everything left at the office when the employees go home” (Edvinsson & Malone, 1997, p. 11). A 

number of recent studies have found an important relationship between investment in structural capital 

and financial returns in the corporate sector (Chen, Liu, & Kweh, 2014; Lu, Wang, Kweh, 2014; Mondal 

& Ghosh, 2012; Sumedrea, 2013). Structural capital in a school would encompass the physical 

infrastructure, including buildings as well as the physical teaching resources and technological 

equipment. It would incorporate the school-based procedures, processes and policies put in place to 

manage teachers’ schedules, subject appointments, and to manage classroom routines and student 

behaviour. It also includes the procedures and processes for the appointment, movement, 

compensation and promotion of teachers, as well as curriculum frameworks and administrative 

procedures which in some cases may be implemented at a school level and others at a departmental 

or organisation level.  

Teachers’ work is becoming increasingly complex, and the nature of teachers’ roles has contributed to 

the early departure of some teachers (Moore, 2009). While some studies used the broad term ‘work 

conditions’ (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2009, 2010, 2012; Manuel, 2003), others 

identified specific examples of these conditions such as workload (Buchanan et al., 2013; Laming & 

Horne, 2013), increased administrative tasks (Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013), and increased 
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levels of accountability (Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 2014). The conditions of teachers’ employment 

is also of significance, and job insecurity was a widely acknowledged problem (Buchanan, 2009, 2010, 

2012; Frid, Smith, Sparrow, & Trinidad, 2008; Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013; Plunkett & 

Dyson, 2011). Additionally, the centralised methods used in many sectors for appointing teachers to 

schools have been shown to promote attrition (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012). Plunkett and Dyson 

(2011) argued strongly against the “current system utilised in many Australian Education Departments, 

involving a contract system whereby the employment of new teachers is mainly based on short term 

contracts” (p. 35). Further to this, some teachers are employed in discipline areas outside of their field 

of expertise. This is particularly of concern considering that Sharplin (2014), who specifically 

investigated the variable of role-congruence, found that miss-assigned teachers were more likely not 

only to express dissatisfaction, but also to ultimately leave. This was confirmed in another study that 

found teaching outside of their subject area was a concern for teachers of maths and science (Handal, 

Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013).  Salary was an issue that was raised in several studies, but was 

generally not considered a strong contributor to attrition (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2009, 

2010, 2012). Employment conditions, including accommodation and cost of living, were also areas of 

dissatisfaction for some teachers working in non-metropolitan areas (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; 

Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013). While most education departments provide incentives for 

teachers working in non-metropolitan areas, some teachers in a New South Wales study lamented that 

financial incentives “were quickly eroded or at least neutralised by more expensive costs of living” 

(Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013, p. 23). A contentious issue for some teachers is the 

implementation and changing of government driven waves of ‘reform’ and initiatives which place 

unnecessary burdens on teachers (Fetherston & Lummis, 2012; Hall, 2012). Lastly, the quality of 

school facilities and access to resources is also a theme placed under the umbrella of structural capital 

(Buchanan et al., 2013; Handal, Watson, Petocz, & Maher, 2013; Mason, 2010; Rice, 2014).  
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Positive psychological capital themes 

Positive psychological capital (PsyCap), a recent and more common term for what is sometimes 

referred to as psychological capital, has been defined as “those features of personality psychologists 

believe contribute to an individual’s productivity” (Goldsmith, Veum, & Darity, 2007, p. 815). In a major 

meta-analysis of over 12,000 employees, a correlation was found between strong PsyCap and 

employees’ desirable attitudes, behaviour and performance, and conversely that employees with lower 

PsyCap displayed negative attitudes, behaviours, and performance – including employee turnover 

(Avey, Reichard, Luthans, & Mhatre, 2011). Within the international literature on teacher attrition are a 

growing number of studies of psychological factors, such as grit (Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014), 

commitment (Day, Elliot, & Kington, 2005), and resilience (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Le Cornu, 2013; 

Pearce & Morrison, 2011; Peters & Pearce, 2012). PsyCap factors can not only be developed, but this 

development has shown to have a positive impact on workplace performance (Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 

2008; Luthans, Avey, Avolio, & Peterson, 2010). 

While only one theme lies under the umbrella of PsyCap, a number of psychological states were 

investigated, including motivation (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012), satisfaction and commitment (Boylan 

& McSwan, 1998), and the adoption of coping strategies (Sharplin, O’Neill & Chapman, 2011). 

Additionally, limited agency was a catalyst for teachers’ premature departure from the field in two 

studies (Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 2014; Sumsion, 2003). The inclusion of PsyCap factors in the 

teacher attrition theoretical model developed is important because it acknowledges the fact that 

variables that are internal to the teacher also play a part in their career path choices. Such factors are 

often overlooked in exploratory studies that question teachers themselves about the factors that 

influence their decisions, as they are not generally considered consciously by teachers when they 

make a decision to leave. However, the current body of research is balanced toward human, social, 

and structural factors, and more research is needed into the psychological traits of teachers, what traits 

promote retention, and how these can be harnessed and developed. 
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Towards a four-capital framework for teacher retention 

Teacher attrition is a complex phenomenon with numerous variables at play. The findings of the 

content analysis study reported in this paper indicate that there is not one single factor that can explain 

teacher attrition or retention, but a wide variety of factors that interact with each other. In order to retain 

the richness of the data, the factors revealed in the analysis of recent Australian studies were reduced 

to thirteen themes, and in turn these themes were linked to four existing theories: human capital, social 

capital, structural capital, and positive psychological capital. It is our contention, which is supported by 

the study of the Australian literature, that factors relating to four capitals may contribute to teachers’ 

decision making processes to remain in or to leave their jobs. Thus, a four-capital theoretical model is 

proposed, where teacher retention is at the intersection point, as illustrated in Figure 2.12.  

 

Figure 2.12. The four-capital theoretical model of teacher retention 
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The conceptual framework proposed in this paper acknowledges the complexity of the phenomenon by 

stepping back from individual factors that have been the focus of most of the research, and taking a 

bigger-picture, holistic approach. In capturing all of the major variables that have been found to concern 

Australian teachers over the past 20 years, we believe the comprehensive model is an invaluable tool  

in documenting and understanding the problem of teacher attrition and retention in a holistic way, in 

order to inform policy, and to address this important area of public concern. 

Non-economic forms of capital have been criticised, particularly in the early days when applying a 

traditionally economic principle to the human sciences was considered to be quite a progressive idea. 

A recent review of the criticisms of human capital theory concluded that although human capital has “its 

shortcomings and imperfections, it would be fair to say that it is still a strong theory” (Tan, 2014, p. 436). 

Indeed, despite its limitations, human capital and other non-economic forms of capital have “survived 

and expanded (their) influence over other research disciplines” (Tan, 2014, p. 411).  

It is only after the presentation of the framework that we mention the issue of teacher quality, which is 

sprinkled throughout the literature. While some researchers have suggested that attrition can actually 

be a positive thing if poor teachers are leaving the field, balancing this equation is not so simple. 

Determining teacher quality has been a focus of many reports and articles, as synthesised by Goe and 

Stickler (2008). The justification for this is at first glance obvious – a higher quality of teachers should 

result in a higher quality of education for students. But measuring teacher qual ity is fraught with ethical 

and methodological difficulties, “given the many ways of identifying and measuring the qualifications, 

characteristics, and practices that contribute to the concept of what makes a good teacher” (Goe & 

Stickler, 2008, p. 1). Nevertheless, some studies have linked measures of teacher quality to improved 

student outcomes, including teacher qualifications (Clotfeler, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007; Darling-Hammond, 

2000; Goldhaber & Anthony, 2005; Goldhaber & Brewer, 2000), teaching skills (Frome, Lasater, & 

Cooney, 2005; Matsumura, Garnier, Pascal, & Valdés, 2002), teacher characteristics (Goddard, Hoy, & 
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Hoy, 2000; Leana & Pil, 2006), and teacher-student relationships (Liberante, 2012). All of these factors 

fit under the four-capital framework. It is our belief that without strong human, social, structural and 

positive psychological capital, even teachers starting with high levels of human capital will be unable to 

meet their full potential to develop professionally and become better teachers in their educational 

contexts. 

 

Conclusions and future recommendations 

The qualitative study reported here on teacher attrition and retention in Australia to identify gaps in the 

existing literature, and to drive the research agenda, led to five major findings, and the development of 

a new theoretical framework. The five findings were: 1) research into teacher attrition lacks consistency 

in terminology, with terms such as ‘attrition’,’ shortages’ and ‘turnover’ being used to refer to different 

teacher populations, with different measures used to determine attrition or retention over different 

periods of time; 2) the research field of teacher attrition in Australia, dominated by small exploratory 

and qualitative studies, is still in its very early days; 3) the increasing concerns about the 

trustworthiness and validity of current data available on US teacher attrition rates could also be applied 

to Australia, thus, there is a need to find new ways to calculate reliable teacher attrition rates; 4) more 

longitudinal statistical studies on teacher attrition are needed; and 5) the field is in need of a theoretical 

model that acknowledges the complex nature of teacher attrition.  

The field of teacher attrition lacks a comprehensive theoretical conceptual model, able to connect the 

different theoretical and conceptual elements contributing to teacher attrition, and as such, a new 

theoretical conceptual framework is proposed here. The four-capital theoretical model argues that 

teacher attrition is a complex phenomenon, a product of the intersection of elements from social 

capital, human capital, positive psychological capital and structural capital. 
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In the current global climate of increased work knowledge and advances in technology, education is 

becoming more and more important. At the same time, the teaching profession is becoming devalued 

in a context of heightened pressure to perform on standardised testing, intensification of teachers’ 

workloads, and a broadening of the role that teachers play in the lives of their students. The premature 

departure of teachers from the field has an economic and social price that is already being felt, but will 

continue unless teachers can be retained. Thus, research into Australian teacher attrition and retention 

remains as important as ever.  

While qualitative exploratory studies have been found to dominate the first twenty years of this field of 

research in Australia, the research agenda is ready to move forward with studies that: a) provide 

consistency and clarity in the use of terminology and definitions surrounding teacher attrition and 

retention; b) commit to detailed data collection on teacher attrition and retention, similar to that 

undertaken in the United States by the Schools and Staffing Surveys (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2015) and Teaching and Learning International Study (OECD, 2015); c) conduct large-scale 

and longitudinal research; d) include larger numbers of participants to support random-sampling and 

thus reliability of findings; and e) focus on the areas that are under the most staffing pressure in 

Australia, including geographic areas and discipline areas, such as languages and senior mathematics 

and sciences. 

In addition, further research is encouraged to explore the proposed conceptual framework, to test its 

validity, to build on the existing body of knowledge, and to continue the journey of documenting and 

understanding teacher attrition in Australia to improve the retention of teachers in the future, and for the 

education of our next generation. 
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2.4 Reflective phase of the study  

2.4.1 Introduction 

To return to the road trip analogy, the reflective phase of the journey works as a series of pit stops that 

are made at regular intervals throughout the journey. During these stops, fuel is put in the tank and 

time is taken to stretch one’s legs. At this time the driver gets out a map to look back at the journey 

taken thus far, to acknowledge the distance travelled and also to ponder upon some of the mistakes 

made and what could be done to make sure they are not repeated. The stops are also a chance to look 

toward the destination, and to consider the best roads to take to travel forward. With the benefit of 

some experience, the initial plan may change. Once refuelled, the journey continues until the next pit 

stop, although the driver is continually thinking about where they are going and how best to get there.   

The aim of this phase of the study was to help the researcher to make meaning of her own experiences, 

and her development of a new identity as a beginner researcher. It is also hoped that this candid 

mapping of the journey will provide practical guidance and support for future research students who 

may wish to engage in this new paradigm of conducting a thesis which includes multiple publications. 

 

2.4.2 Research methodology  

2.4.2.1 Narrative inquiry  

Narrative inquiry is a methodology first used by Connelly and Clandinin (1990) to describe the personal 

stories of teachers. Narrative inquiry has since been applied to any number of contexts to understand 

how humans create meaning from their lived experiences. Among the recent research are narrative 

inquiries into the development of researchers as they travel on their research journeys (Mattern, Jeng, 

He, Lyon, & Brenner, 2015; McMahon & McGannon, 2016), including personal inquiries conducted by 

the researchers themselves (Ruiz, 2015; Heydon, 2010). A narrative inquiry approach was thus 

adopted as the best way to describe and understand the research journey, that is, the personal and 

lived experiences of the researcher. 
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Narrative inquiry has been referred to as an “instrument for seeing ourselves in previously-unimagined 

places”, and reflecting on our past, present, and future selves (Yallop, Shields, Marshall, & Novak, 

2011, p. 63). Because the reflective phase of the study continued from the very first days of the 

candidature, and continued until the date of submission, it was very much focused on issues of 

temporality, one of the three dimensions of a narrative inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Thus, it invited the investigation of the past, present, and future of the research process, and of the 

changing identity of the researcher (Clandinin & Huber, 2010).  

2.4.2.2 Data collection, analysis and reporting   

A range of artefacts were collected throughout the duration of the thesis. These artefacts included 

written and oral texts, and included email conversations with supervisors, discussions with a 

methodologist and two statisticians, audience feedback from conference presentations, written 

feedback from reviewers and editors, and personal research journal entries. It also included 

internalised soliloquies, “the schemas or narratives one has with oneself” (Green, 2013, p. 5). 

It is often only retrospectively that we can begin to make meaning of an experience. Therefore, while 

internal reflections were made almost constantly throughout the research journey, the analysis and 

reporting of the data was conducted at several times toward the end of the research journey. Artefacts 

were reviewed and reflected on in light of new understandings and new experiences that had been 

gathered since their original creation. Differences in knowledge, language use, and attitudes displayed 

in the artefacts were noted, and these temporal changes were used to organise the discussions, which 

were reported in a first-person story conversational style, interspersed with connections to the data 

artefacts and to the wider literature.  

2.4.2.3 Limitations  

In this narrative inquiry, the researcher and the researched are one and the same. This brings one of 

the key criticisms of narrative inquiry, that the “analyst plays too strong an interpretative role without 
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sufficient links back to empirical data” (Atkinson, 1997 in Riley & Hawe, 2005). In this narrative inquiry 

process, several accountability mechanisms were employed to help build rigour, including inviting a 

second researcher to assist in the analysis and interpretation of the artefacts, and as much as possible 

using the collected artefacts to back up the claims being made in the discussions of the data analysis.  

It must be acknowledged, however, that despite these measures, the narrative inquiry is subjective in 

nature. The study is conducted about the researcher, by the researcher, for the researcher. While the 

discussions presented as part of the study may be of interest to other doctoral candidates, or 

researchers investigating the learning processes of doctoral students, the study is not an attempt to 

generalise or predict the journeys of others. The aim of the study is to recount the experiences of one 

researcher, and report on her truth of her own unique, subjective, and contextualised experiences 

(Bailey and Tilley, 2002).  

 

2.4.3 Research findings and discussions: Getting my bearings  

There are many challenges for research students to overcome when they start their journey towards 

completion of a doctoral study. It is often said that much of the journey is about developing a new 

identity (Foot, Crowe, Tollafield, & Allan, 2014). “Doctoral students experience a number of identity 

transitions as they study, first becoming a doctoral student, then a doctoral candidate, and then an 

emerging scholar, and finally moving toward becoming a faculty member” (Austin, 2002 in Foot, Crowe, 

Tollafield, & Allan, 2014, p. 103). The first stage of a research students’ candidature is often seen as 

the time when doctoral students make the transition to their new identity as researchers (Viczko & 

Wright, 2010). This reflection reports on the narrative inquiry data that focused on issues of developing 

an identity at the beginning stages of the research journey. I refer to this phase in the development of 

my new identity as a researcher as the period of ‘getting my bearings’. 

http://her.oxfordjournals.org/content/20/2/226.full#ref-2
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At the beginning of my journey, I jumped into the driver’s seat of the car, having wanted to take this 

journey for some time, and then realised the enormity of what lay ahead of me. I feared that I did not 

have the ability to drive in such unfamiliar and intimidating conditions. I exhibited little self-confidence in 

being able to complete the journey. In my first research journal entry on 20 September 2011, I wrote, 

‘So, I’m officially enrolled now and I have no idea how I’m going to do this’ . I certainly did not see 

myself as a ‘real’ researcher, and I was constantly in fear that I would be found out for driving without a 

licence, so to speak.  

In the narrative inquiry study, three major themes were identified at various points of the research study, 

when my confidence and resilience were boosted, and my identity as a researcher strengthened. 

These themes were: crossing a conceptual threshold, letting go of an old identity, and engaging with 

and in the research community.   

“Conceptual threshold crossing can be seen to take place in doctoral students’ work when students 

make learning leaps or breakthroughs in their learning” (Wisker, 2015, p. 186). In the early days of 

candidature, when I read academic papers and theses that spoke of epistemologies, ontologies, 

conceptualisations, and other multisyllabic words, I found myself not fully understanding these 

unfamiliar and abstract constructs, and unconsciously skimming over whole paragraphs. It was a huge 

knock to my confidence to not be able to quickly grasp these new concepts. Conceptual frameworks 

proved particularly difficult, as a research journal entry from 18 February 2012 showed, where I asked 

myself the question, ‘Why do we need a conceptual framework – doesn’t the data just speak for itself?’. 

It was not until I had an opportunity to engage more fully with the literature, with my supervisors, and 

with other members of the research community, that I was able to find an answer to my question, and 

to understand that conceptual frameworks provide a lens which help to focus a research study. When I 

did break through that barrier in understanding, there was no turning back. In fact, I started to see 

things even in my everyday life through conceptual lenses. I could not look at any situation without 
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applying it to the theory or model that I was investigating at that time. I came to a point where I could 

not hear about any problem without thinking about where the involved person might sit in Maslow’s 

(1943) hierarchy of needs, or about their level of social capital. 

Another barrier in my identity building was letting go of my old identity as a school language teacher. 

This was important not only for my ability to develop a new identity, but also to ensure objectivity in my 

research. Looking back at my earlier conversations and journal entries, I definitely identified myself for 

the best part of my itinerary, not as a researcher, but as a school language teacher who was attempting 

to do research:  

First and foremost, I am a language teacher. I have always been a language teacher and 

will continue to be so, probably for the rest of my life. I am doing research so that I can be 

involved, hopefully, in improving conditions for me and my fellow colleagues. But I’m still a 

language teacher (Research journal entry, 21 August, 2013). 

I had strong personal and professional connections with the language teaching community and, looking 

back, I was hesitant to let go of the safety of that community. I felt a strong sense of fellowship with the 

language teaching community. In some ways, although I was not a participant in the study, I felt almost 

like a research participant. I had experienced many of the same challenges that were voiced by the 

participants in this study. In fact, the major catalyst for my engaging in this topic was seeing a large 

number of my former fellow university classmates and language teacher colleagues leaving language 

teaching due to these challenges. Furthermore, I had been cynical of the research into language 

education that I was familiar with. I felt that, often, it did not ‘get’ what my language teacher colleagues 

and I were really going through every day in our classrooms, and that it rarely listened to our 

perspective. Despite my own desire to leave language teaching (ironically, I left language teaching in 

schools toward the end of the candidature), I did not want to be seen to be removed from the reality of 
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what was happening in language classrooms, and thus have the same cynicism applied to me. For 

some time, I sat on the fence: 

I don’t want them to look at me and think ‘she doesn’t get what it’s like to be in the 

classroom. She isn’t one of us anymore’ (Research journal entry, 21 August 2013) 

Other researchers have recognised the difficulty that some research students have in creating new 

identities while maintaining others (Foot, Crowe, Tollafield, & Allan, 2014). The difficulty for me in letting 

go of my old identity was that it was tied to a career that I knew I was good at, that was secure, and 

where I had earned a level of respect from my peers, many of whom I had close professional and 

personal relationships with. Letting go of that was therefore a jump into the unknown.   

The ultimate break from my old identity came only toward the very end of the candidature, when I 

secured a position in a university in Japan. I still teach language as part of my role, although I am 

teaching in a university, in a country where English language education is well funded and resourced. I 

understand that my new title as ‘lecturer’ and my nice university office are not really what have given 

me my new identity, but the move into a new job and into academia gave me a sense that I had 

permission to move on.  

Within the thesis with publications journey, I engaged closely with the research community. Like all 

research students, I was supported and guided by my supervisors. However, they were not the only 

experts with whom I engaged. This was particularly the case through the process of publishing my work 

in scholarly papers. The journey of writing and publishing academic papers was an arduous one. I had 

always considered myself to be a good writer. My knowledge of research methodologies and my 

experience in designing and conducting studies was limited, but I felt some comfort in the fact that, at 

least, I could put my words together in a clear and coherent way. But it turned out that my writing skills 

were far from acceptable to the academic community, and this caused quite a blow to my confidence. 

The first review of a paper I received came with this comment from an anonymous reviewer:  
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(The paper is) somewhat colloquial in overall style/tenor, but appropriately pitched for a 

conference-focused paper (Anonymous, personal communication, 17 June, 2014). 

In my research journal entry on 7 September 2014, I reflected on the style of the paper, which was first 

delivered as a conference session, and then rewritten for the peer-reviewed conference proceedings: 

I acknowledge that there are some parts of the contribution that were ‘colloquial’ or 

somewhat lacking in academic style. Indeed I approached the writing as a speaker, and 

didn't adhere to the conventions of academic writing as strictly as I should have. 

In a study of 45 doctoral students in the United States, “receiving critiques from professors and peers 

was perceived to be the most influential element in helping [research students] to understand the 

process of scholarly writing and in producing a better written product” (Caffarella & Barnett, 2000, p. 

39). This was true in my own case, where I was continually engaged in the publication process, and 

this helped me to develop my writing skills. The comments and advice from my supervisors, the various 

anonymous reviewers who critiqued my work and the journal editors with whom I liaised, provided me 

with invaluable advice and support. I was humbled by the reviewers who rejected my papers, but who 

took the time and energy to explain their decisions, provided advice for improving my work, and 

encouraged me to continue.  

By writing numerous academic papers and having them subjected to critique by my supervisors and my 

peers, I was able to develop not only my writing skills, but also my confidence, which can be translated 

into a developing and strengthening identity as a researcher. This development can be seen in my 

choice of words when communicating with my supervisors. The following are samples of indicative 

phrases I have used when sending my supervisor revised drafts of papers via email: 

6 February, 2014   I hope these are okay 

14 April, 2014   I hope my revisions are all ok    
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19 June, 2015   I think it’s okay  

14 September, 2015  Here is my new draft of article 2. Be nice! :) 

22 March, 2016   I’m really proud of these 

31 March, 2016   What about this as an alternative? 

As shown in this brief insight, initial insecurity (‘I hope that…’) gradually developed into a modest level 

of confidence, with some hesitations (‘I think it’s okay’, as well as the plea to be nice). Toward the end 

of the candidature, I showed more confidence in my work, and was able to confidently contribute my 

own ideas and alternatives.  

Also evident in my research journey was my changing responses to rejection, which are indicative of 

my growing resilience, which has been found to be an indicator of success for doctoral students 

(Castro, Garcia, Cavazos Jr., & Castro, 2011). The first time I was rejected, I was devastated. The 

paper had gone through so many drafts that I was naively hopeful that it would be published, and I was 

downhearted to discover that my writing ability was not yet at the required level.   

So had my social capital paper rejected. It went through so many reviews I thought it was 

ready. Obviously not. They (the reviewers) made good points. I can see what they mean. I 

just don’t know if I can write a paper like that (Research journal entry, 8 July, 2014). 

The reaction to my most recent rejection, on the other hand, was swift, matter-of-fact, and I looked 

quickly to the future. This is evidenced by my email to my supervisor and co-author, shortly after the 

rejection was received: 

As you have seen our social capital article didn't make it to review with [journal]. With a 

15% acceptance rate I don't feel too upset, but I do want to get it polished and ready to go 

to the next journal as soon as possible (Personal Communication, C. Poyatos Matas, 

December 15, 2015). 
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My response in the previous journal entry also brings in issues of journal quality. This article was 

submitted to one of the top international journals in the field. Part of my development as a researcher 

involved developing knowledge about the differences in journal quality, in acceptance rates, and in 

understanding the reality that being published in a scholarly journal is a time-consuming and difficult 

task. Armed with this new knowledge, I was able to rationalise the rejection and move on without 

internalising the rejection as a personal or professional attack.  

Because of my engagement with the publications process, I had access to the expertise of many 

scholars, including two supervisors, at least twelve anonymous reviewers, a number of journal editors, 

and other colleagues who read and critiqued various versions of my papers. All of these people 

provided invaluable assistance. The reviewers in almost all cases provided me with concrete advice on 

how to strengthen my paper. I felt that the reviewers were really looking to assist me to develop as a 

beginning researcher. Even in the cases where my submission was rejected, the feedback was given in 

a critical yet professional manner. By being engaged in this process, I began to feel for the first time I 

was part of the circle, rather than an outsider.  

As my skills and knowledge of the road and the conditions grew, and I became more confident on the 

road, I became more comfortable in the driver’s seat. That is not to say I no longer relied on the support 

of other passengers, but as a result of the journey I began to feel that I was qualified to drive, albeit 

with a bright yellow L plate attached firmly to the back window. 
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Chapter 3 

Empirical Phase of the Study 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The empirical phase of the study involved the collection and analysis of original data, to investigate the 

career attrition of language teachers in Australia. Focusing on participants from the state of 

Queensland, the study used the lens of social capital to determine what factors played a role in the 

attrition or retention of teachers. The study began with the hypothesis, developed from the analysis of 

the literature, that language teachers with lower levels of social capital are more likely to leave the 

profession, and language teachers with higher levels of social capital are more likely to stay. To test 

this hypothesis, the role of five elements of teacher social capital on language teacher attrition or 

retention was investigated.  

This chapter begins with an explanation of the mixed-methods research methodology adopted for the 

empirical study. The design of the research is also introduced, with each of the elements of the 

research design explained and justified. Where appropriate, limitations are acknowledged, and actions 

undertaken to reduce the impact of threats to research quality are discussed. Ethical considerations are 

also presented, because this section of the journey involved human participants. Following the 

discussion of the research methodology is the presentation of the research outcomes in three scholarly 

papers, all of which have been published in peer-reviewed journals. Each paper reveals the findings 

from different data analyses focusing on different research questions, and provides a discussion of the 

findings. The papers also discuss implications of the findings, and further the research agenda by 

recommending areas for future research.  The chapter ends with a further reflection of this phase of the 

journey, in a discussion referred to as a long period of ‘navigating the terrain’.  
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3.2 Research methodology 

The empirical phase of the journey involved the collection, analysis, and interpretation of original, 

qualitative, and quantitative data from a sample of language teachers. This section provides details of 

the choices made in the adoption of the research methodology, design, and procedures. Some of the 

discussions in this section are necessarily repeated within the published papers that report on the 

findings of the study, in Section 3.3.   

3.2.1 Paradigm wars 

Shaping the many choices that are made when developing a research study are certain assumptions 

that the researcher makes about the nature of knowledge and thus the nature of research. Overarching 

all research is the researcher’s paradigm worldview, “a comprehensive belief system, world view, or 

framework that guides research and practice in a field” (Willis, 2007, p. 8).  

To fully explain the philosophical paradigm and thus the research design adopted in this study, it is 

important to delve briefly into the history of mixed-methods research. Before the 1950s, researchers 

could generally be placed into one of two distinct categories. On one side were the quantitative post 

positivists, who tested hypotheses based on theories to determine a single objective truth. On the other 

side were the qualitative constructivists, who believed in multiple realities, identified patterns, and 

developed theories from their research. While this is a simplification for the purpose of brevity, the fact 

remains that qualitative researchers and quantitative researchers had different ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, and as such remained separate. However, the 1970s and 1980s 

witnessed an increase in mixed-methods research, which saw the adoption of both quantitative and 

qualitative approaches in a single study. This sparked the ‘paradigm wars’, where the legitimacy of this 

methodology was debated due to the different and seemingly contradictory philosophical assumptions 

that underpinned each paradigm (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Gage, 1989). 
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Out of this debate came pragmatism, a paradigm not committed to, or bound by, a single system of 

belief. Pragmatist researchers accept that every philosophical approach to research has both strengths 

and weaknesses. They place the research problem at the centre of the research, rather than the 

method or methods employed (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 41). In this way, different approaches 

can be used to answer a research question, and both quantitative and qualitative methods are 

complementary rather than exclusionary. A pragmatic worldview is both pluralistic and practical, 

allowing a researcher to exploit the strengths that offset the weaknesses of both quantitative and 

qualitative approaches to research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

Because of the complex and multifaceted nature of the research problem investigated in this study, a 

pragmatic worldview was most appropriate, as it places the research problem at the centre of the 

research, thus allowing it to be viewed from multiple perspectives using different methods. For these 

reasons a mixed-methods approach was adopted in this study. 

3.2.2 The mixed-methods approach 

Mixed-methods approaches to research, which involve both qualitative and quantitative data collection 

and analysis, have become a widely popular method of inquiry in the social sciences (Creswell, 2013). 

To answer the multifaceted questions that arise from trying to solve a complex social problem such as 

teacher career attrition, it was necessary “to gain an overview of social regularities from a larger 

sample while understanding the other through detailed study of a smaller sample” (Bazeley, 2004, p. 

146). Therefore, the use of both qualitative and quantitative data is justified in this study. In the 

pragmatic tradition, the research problem is central, and all appropriate methods to understand the 

problem are utilised.  

The main argument for a mixed-methods approach is that it can potentially provide strengths that offset 

the weaknesses of either quantitative or qualitative research alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 

12). Onwuegbuzie and Johnson (2006) suggest that mixed-methods research has the potential to 
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address practical questions, examine problems from different perspectives, and provide insights into 

what might be useful in a researcher’s local context.  

In this study, quantitative data were collected and analysed to test the hypothesis that teachers with 

lower levels of social capital are more likely to leave the field than those with higher levels of social 

capital. Because of the distance between the researcher and the data collection process, the findings 

are based on careful measurement of the objective reality (Creswell, 2013, p. 7). Qualitative data 

procedures, on the other hand, allowed an understanding of the human phenomenon, and the 

“connections which tie experiences together and often provide their significance in human affairs” 

(Kincheloe, 1991, p.145). In this way, both the context in which the problem occurs and the lived and 

subjective realities of the participants are also acknowledged and valued.   

While there has been increasing acknowledgement of the importance of both qualitative and 

quantitative research in policy development (Garbarino & Holland, 2009; Tierney & Clemens, 2011), 

the traditional view that quantitative results are ‘hard, objective and rigorous’, while the second-tier 

qualitative findings are ‘soft, subjective and tentative’ (Smit, 2003) still persists. This can be seen 

particularly in the field of medicine, where there is a paucity of qualitative research published in high 

impact medical journals, to the extent that qualitative research is considered marginalised (Gagliardi & 

Dobrow, 2011). As a pragmatist researcher, I reject the belief that one approach is superior to another. 

When done properly, with all the appropriate checks and balances in place, both qualitative and 

quantitative data (separately and together) can provide results that are valid, relevant and trustworthy. 

Nevertheless, it is important to understand what results have the potential to make an impact on the 

research problem. In a context of increased government accountability, educational policy in Australia 

is becoming more and more (quantitative) data-driven in its policy making decisions (Froese-Germain, 

2010). Therefore, this study strengthens the argument that more concerted effort is needed to retain 
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teachers in the field, by adding statistical quantitative results to the knowledge body, which is at present 

dominated by qualitative and exploratory research studies (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015).  

3.2.3 Selection and development of the conceptual framework 

Social capital theory was selected as the conceptual framework guiding the data collection and 

analysis of the empirical study. However, social capital is just one element of a wider framework that 

can help to explore and understand the attrition of teachers. In the early stages of the research process, 

an initial review of the literature resulted in the development of a conceptual framework aimed at 

bringing together the complexity and variety of elements that affect teacher retention in the field. These 

interrelated elements were human capital, social capital, and organisational capital, as seen in Figure 

3.1. This early conceptual framework informed the development of the data collection instrument and is 

presented in the first paper of this chapter. 

 

 

Figure 3.1. First iteration of the conceptual framework 

Human Capital 

Organisational Capital Social Capital 



 

149 
 

As the research developed, together with my academic skills and identity as a developing researcher, it 

became apparent that a group of factors that had been previously overlooked did not fit into any of 

these three categories. A fourth element was therefore added to the framework: Positive psychological 

capital. Part of the oversight was due to the lack of presence of psychologically-bound factors in the 

language-teacher specific literature. This, upon reflection, may be due to the qualitative and self-

reporting nature of much of the research in this developing area of research, whereby participants may 

not consider issues of their own psychology when reflecting on their career choices. As the review of 

the literature was extended to include more research on teacher attrition in general, factors such as 

resilience, motivation, and reactions to stress also emerged. That is not to say that psychologically-

bound factors were not evident in the literature regarding language teachers. Indeed, there are a 

number of studies of language teacher self-efficacy, and my lack of understanding meant that I had 

originally treated self-efficacy as a human capital factor, rather than the psychologically-bound factor I 

later understood it to be.   

One other change that occurred during the development of the conceptual framework was the 

amendment of the term organisational capital to structural capital. Both of these terms refer at a 

foundational level to the non-human components of a workplace. The definitions of organisational 

capital and structural capital are many and varied, often overlapping, and no clear definitions exist that 

deal with the context of schools as workplaces. A decision had to be made about which term and 

definition to adopt. In the beginning, organisational capital was used. It was defined as the “strength of 

procedures, processes, and infrastructure in supporting teachers in their jobs” (Mason, 2014, p. 210). 

The definition was based on the oft-quoted work of Edvinsson and Malone (1997). However, it later 

became clear that, while the definition adopted was suitable, the terminology was not being used in the 

educational setting. On the other hand, several studies had applied different interpretations of structural 

capital to the context of higher education (Garnett, Workman, Beadsmoore, & Bezencenet, 2008; 

Secundo, Margherita, Elia, & Passiante, 2010). In addition, a number of studies came to light which 
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had investigated a range of educational issues, including structural assets, structural issues, and 

structural characteristics of schools (Bauer, 2008; Dyer, 2008; Ivan, Pricopie, Frunzaru, Cismaru, & 

Corbu, 2012; Rymarz, 2013). Thus, the terminology adopted was changed in the final iteration of the 

framework (Figure 3.2) to align with this emerging field of research. 

 

 

Figure 3.2. Final iteration of the conceptual framework (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015, p. 59) 

 

The four-capital theoretical model of teacher retention is thus presented in this thesis as a new model 

to help understand and promote the retention of teachers. While it includes four elements, it became 

apparent, as the data analysis and interpretations were moving forward, that there was too much data 

to deal with, considering the time and length restrictions of the thesis. Therefore, the decision was 

made to detail one element comprehensively, rather than to opt for a shallow reporting of multiple 

elements. The justification for the selection of social capital over the other elements was made due to 

its prominence in social science research, and due to anecdotal evidence that suggests that social 
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capital is an area which is lacking in language teachers. Thus, the decision was made to explore the 

other elements of the conceptual framework (human capital, structural capital, Positive psychological 

capital) outside of this doctoral study. 

3.2.4 Measuring social capital 

The concept of social capital is not a new one. It has been around since the early 20th century, although 

in the last thirty years it has garnered increased prominence in social science research, as well as in 

the public domain. The first mention of the term ‘social capital’ was in 1916 in reference to the benefits 

of developing relationships with neighbours to build successful schools in the community (Hanifan, 

1916). One of the early proponents of social capital as a distinct theory was Bourdieu (1986), who used 

it as a tool to explain social inequality. Coleman’s (1988) contribution, at around the same time, viewed 

social capital as a resource to be harnessed. Social capital has been used by a number of international 

organisations as a tool to understand social phenomena and improve social outcomes for citizens and 

nations. Some notable examples include a recent study of 14 European countries, conducted by the 

World Health Organization (Rocco & Suhrcke, 2012), that found a strong causal relationship between 

social capital and individual health, and further reports that have found that social capital is a necessary 

tool in the reduction of poverty (Grootaert, 2001; Grootaert & van Bastelaer, 2004). It did not take long 

before social capital theory gained mainstream popularity thanks to the success of two publications, 

Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (Putnam, 2000), and Better 

Together: Restoring the American Community (Putnam & Feldstein, 2004). The former explored the 

decline in social connectedness among citizens in the United States; the latter followed up with stories 

of communities reconnecting and reversing the spiral of civic disengagement. 

What social capital actually looks like and how it can be measured is a topic of much debate. There are 

a range of definitions of social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002). One of the main arguments against social 

capital is this ambiguity. However, as the research field matures, a coherent and rigorous core is 
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starting to emerge (Woolcock, 2001), p. 14). What is emerging across the literature is the 

understanding that human relationships are important, not just in a feel-good and instinctive way, but 

that there is a strong statistical case that social capital can bring about positive and measurable change 

for individuals and communities.   

Because relationships are at the core of the teaching profession, it is no surprise that social capi tal has 

been widely used in educational research. In particular, social capital has framed numerous studies 

investigating student achievement (Dufur, Parcel, & Troutman, 2013; Martinez & Ulanoff, 2013; Pil & 

Leana, 2009). Attention has also been given to the role of social capital in student adjustment (Van 

Rossem, Vermande, Völker, & Baerveldt, 2015), student delinquency (Dufur, Hoffman, Braudt, Parcel, 

& Spence, 2015), and secondary education plans (Schuchart, 2013).  

Social capital as a framework has yet to be applied to teacher attrition research in Australia. However, 

socially-bound factors have been well represented in the literature over the past twenty years. Studies 

in Australia have focused on teacher attrition in the following five socially-bound factors: the quality of 

relationships with members of the school community (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Boylan & McSwan, 

1998; Buchanan, 2012; Fetherston & Lummis, 2012; Hall, 2012; Harrington, 2013; Mason, 2010), the 

presence and quality of leadership (Fetherston & Lummis, 2012; Laming & Horne, 2013; Rice, 2014), 

school culture (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2010, 2012; Buchanan et al., 2013; Fetherston 

& Lummis, 2012; Mason, 2010), the presence, quality and nature of informal and formal support 

structures (Buchanan, 2009, 2010, 2012; Buchanan et al., 2013; Ewing & Smith, 2003; Handal, Watson, 

Petocz, & Maher, 2013; Moore, 2009; Paris, 2013) and the value of teachers and teaching (Ashiedu & 

Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2009, 2010; Fetherston & Lummis, 2012; Howes & Goodman-Delahunty, 

2014; Mason, 2010). These five elements were used in this study, to further the knowledge about how 

social capital, in its multiple forms, can influence the attrition and retention of language teachers. 
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3.2.5 Research design  

This study adopted a mixed-methods design, which began with the collection and analysis of 

quantitative data followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data (Figure 3.3). This 

explanatory sequential design is a popular approach in mixed-methods research, as it uses qualitative 

data to help explain the results of the findings of quantitative data analyses (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 

2006; Kaplowitz, 2000).  

In this study, the quantitative and qualitative phases ‘mix’ in two ways. First, the results of the 

quantitative phase of the study informed the qualitative phase of the study, in terms of what information 

was to be sought from the participants, as well as which participants would be best able to provide that 

information (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Driscoll, Appiah-Yeboah, Salib, & Rupert, 2007). 

Additionally, the reporting of the findings was conducted through an interpretation, discussion, and 

reporting of both quantitative and qualitative results. 

3.2.5.1 Questionnaires 

Survey methodology relying on a standardised, self-administered, questionnaire instrument was 

selected for the quantitative data collection. There are several important advantages to such a 

questionnaire. First of all, in terms of time and financial commitment, it enabled the elicitation of large 

amounts of data with relative ease on the part of both researcher and participants (Bryman, 2001). The 

use of a standardised questionnaire also ensured that each respondent was exposed to the same 

questions in the same way, and therefore the results could be interpreted as reflecting “differences 

among respondents, rather than differences in the processes that produced the answers” (Siniscalco & 

Auriat, 2005, p. 3). The self-administered nature of the instrument meant that there was no researcher  

intervention during the data collection process and, as such, the potential for researcher bias was 

reduced (Lavrakas, 2008).  
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Phase 
 

 

Procedures 

 

Product 
 

 
Development 

 of quantitative 
data collection 

instrument, 
recruitment of 
participants 

 
 

 Development of the data collection instrument 
based on a review of the literature 
 
Piloting and modifying the instrument 
 
Recruitment of participants 

 Draft questionnaires  
 
Feedback from 8 pilot participants, 
final draft of the questionnaire 
 
227 participants 

     

 
Quantitative data 

collection 
 

 Cross-sectional online questionnaires 
 

 Categorical and numerical data from 
current and former language teachers 
 

 
 

    

 
Quantitative data 

analysis 

 Descriptive statistics  
Frequencies 
 
Analyses conducted using SPSS software v20 

 Averages, means, standard deviations 
Totals and percentages  
 

 
 

 -T-tests, Chi-square tests  
-Spearman’s Rho Correlation test 
 

 Statistical differences between groups 
Statistical correlations between groups   
   and variables 

 
Selection of 
participants, 

development of  
qualitative data 

collection  
instrument 

 

  
Purposefully selecting interview participants (n=10) 
 
Development of data collection instrument  
Pilotting and modifying the instrument 

  
Participants (n=10) 
 
Semi-structured interview protocols 

 
 

    

 
Qualitative data 

collection 
 

 One-on-one interviews using various modes (face-
to-face, videoconference, telephone) 

 Audio data 

 
 

 Transcribing audio to written texts  Interview transcripts (n=10) 

 
Qualitative data 

analysis 
 

 Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-step process of 
thematic analysis: familiarisation with data, 
generating initial codes, searching for themes, 
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes,  

 Codes  
Themes 
Positive and negative mentions for  
each theme 

 
 

 producing the final report 
 

  

 
Interpretation of 

all analyses 
 

  
Interpretation of the meaning of quantitative and 
qualitative results 

  
Discussions  
 
Recommendations for future research 

 
 
 

Reporting of 
results 

 

  
 
 
Writing results and discussions to disseminate 
findings  
 
 

  
 
 
3 conference presentations,  
3 research papers 

Figure 3.3. Flowchart of the empirical study research process 
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There are logistical and practical implications to consider when studying a population that is spread 

across a state that covers some 1.7 million square kilometres (Queensland Government, 2015). Online 

delivery of the questionnaire helped overcome some of these challenges. Online delivery meant that 

teachers in all areas of the state had an equal opportunity to have their voice heard. This is particularly 

important for language teachers in regional and rural areas who do not have the same opportunities to 

be engaged with the wider language teaching community due to their geographic isolation. Online 

delivery allowed those teachers to participate in research that has implications for their working lives. 

Additionally, online questionnaires allow those with busy home and work schedules to complete the 

survey at any time of day and from any computer. Participants can opt to save an incomplete 

questionnaire to continue at another more convenient time. For researchers, extra advantages were 

also evident in the development of the instrument, and the collation and analysis of the data. The 

survey-building application used in this study, LimeSurvey, allowed for the relatively easy creation of 

visually appealing questionnaires, incorporating a range of different question types and survey logic 

with little demand in terms of technical expertise. Once participants input their responses, data were 

stored in a database that could be downloaded in a number of formats ready for analysis.  

While earlier studies found lower response rates for online questionnaires compared to traditional 

mailed questionnaires, a more recent study discovered that response rates were comparable in 

populations where each member has access to the internet (Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004). This 

is true of all teachers in Queensland: they have access to technology in their workplaces and are 

bound by their registration process to be able to use information communication technologies in their 

teaching and planning (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011). 

Regardless of the method of delivery, voluntary questionnaires generally have a low response rate, and 

a range of suggestions are presented in the literature to try to increase completion rates. Through the 

use of ‘skip logic’, participants were exposed only to the questions that were relevant to them, 
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depending on their responses to previous questions, providing a ‘tailor-made’ survey that was possibly 

easier to navigate than one presented using a more traditional pen and paper method (which would 

have required teachers to receive all questions but follow instructions to skip questions that were not 

relevant to them). As for the data collection, participants were given the flexibility to complete the 

questionnaire in their own time and space. Automated email reminders were also sent to prompt 

participants to complete questionnaires still in progress.  

One of the main limitations of survey methodology is that pre-set response categories may limit the 

way in which respondents can answer a question (Foddy, 1993). One way to overcome this limitation is 

to ensure that respondents are allowed an opportunity to say all that they want on a subject. Therefore, 

a final opportunity was given to all participants, to add any other data or comments in addition to their 

questionnaire responses. 

While considering the advantages of survey methodology and acknowledging its limitations, a 

questionnaire instrument was developed. To make the questionnaires clearer for participants to follow, 

separate but similar questionnaires were developed for current and former teachers. 

The first drafts of the questionnaires were trialled during December 2011 and January 2012, with a total 

of eight participants completing the draft questionnaires. Participants of the pilot study were chosen 

selectively; they included three current and three former language teacher colleagues who declared 

themselves willing and able to give constructive feedback from the viewpoint of participants. 

Participants with a range of demographic and employment characteristics were selected to reflect the 

diverse nature of the wider population – with a mix of genders and age groups, both native and non-

native speakers, both private and state school teachers, and teachers of two different languages 

represented. Additionally, two researchers were invited to give critical feedback. In this way, both 

‘laypeople’ and experts in research were consulted to determine if the questions asked would allow the 
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researcher to collect the necessary data. Feedback received helped align instrument items with the 

research problem, so that information gathered would indeed help answer the research questions.    

The participants of the pilot study were asked to complete the questionnaire and, in addition, to 

respond to the following questions. 

How long did the survey take to complete? 

Were any questions unclear, difficult to understand or ambiguous? 

Did you feel any questions were too intrusive? 

Were there any grammatical or spelling errors? 

Were there any technical issues? 

Did you feel that any issues were missed? 

Did you feel that any issues were irrelevant? 

Do you have any general feedback about the survey? 

Several issues arose from the pilot study, and action was taken to make improvements based on the 

feedback received. The pilot participants gave feedback regarding both the content of the questionnaire 

and the survey instrument itself. In terms of content, several ambiguous and double-barrelled questions 

were edited with a view to making them clearer. The fact that many language teachers taught in more 

than one school was overlooked in the first draft of the questionnaire, and the feedback received led to 

the addition of opportunities for teachers to give responses regarding more than one workplace. In 

terms of the instrument itself, edits were made so that external links opened in new windows, so as not 

to interfere with the progress of the questionnaire. There was a recommendation that the questions be 

numbered, but this was not possible due to the use of survey logic where different respondents would 

see different questions. Therefore, a compromise was made whereby each group of questions was 

numbered. A completion bar was also added, with the percentage of the questionnaire completed 

displayed, to provide a visual representation of progress. Copies of the final version of the full 
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questionnaire for current teachers, and the questionnaire for former teachers, including skip logic codes, 

are available in Appendices E and F respectively.  

The final questionnaire began by asking participants for basic demographic and employment details. 

Two Likert scales composed of a total of 12 items were developed by the researcher to elicit further 

data regarding the social capital of language teachers, in consideration of the elements of social capital 

that were identified in the literature review chapter, and presented in Paper Four. Specifically, the Likert 

items were developed to gather data on the quality of participants’ relationships and support structures.  

Further data were sought regarding participants’ membership of the MLTAQ, and their involvement in 

induction or mentoring programs. The questions included in the questionnaire are shown in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1 

Questionnaire items related to teachers’ social capital 

Question Type Questions as posed in the questionnaires 

5-point Likert scale items  

(5-strongly agree, 1-strongly 

disagree) 

I generally have (had) a good relationship with my students   

I generally have (had) a good relationship with parents/carers  

I feel (felt) supported by my colleagues  

I feel (felt) supported by my admin team  

I am (was) seen as a valued member of the school community  

Languages is (was) seen as an important part of the curriculum  

 

4-point Likert scale items 

(4-often, 1-never) 

I read (read) the MLTAQ mailing list  

I meet (met) informally with other language teachers  

I attend (attended) other formal network meetings  

I respond (responded) to the MLTAQ mailing list emails  

I attend (attended) MLTAQ meetings  

I attend (attended) MLTAQ conferences  

 

Multiple choice questions Are (were) you a financial member of the MLTAQ? 

How many language teachers are (were) there at your school? 

Short answer questions As a beginning teacher did you have access to an official induction 

program or mentor? If yes, was this specific to language teachers? 
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Several open-ended questions were also included in the questionnaire. Specifically, former teachers 

were asked to describe the circumstances surrounding, and reasons for, their departure from the field. 

They were also asked if anything would have ensured their continuation in the field, and if they had any 

plans to re-enter the language teaching workforce. 

3.2.5.2 Recruitment of participants 

Those recruited for participation in the study were teachers who, at the time of data collection, were 

teaching a language other than English in Queensland primary or secondary schools, including those  

who, at the time, were on temporary leave (for example maternity leave), but who had the intention to 

return. Also eligible for participation were those teachers who had in the past taught a language in 

Queensland primary or secondary schools, but who had since left voluntarily, and for reasons other 

than retirement. ‘Researching language teachers requires intensive involvement of both the researcher 

and the researched’ (Hobbs & Kubanyiova, 2008, p. 495), and the participant recruitment process 

proved intensive, lasting twelve months from January to December 2012.  

As the study did not require interaction with students or access to school campuses, gaining 

permission to directly contact schools to request teachers’ participation in the study was relatively 

straightforward. After completing the relevant research application processes, permission was granted 

by Education Queensland, and the Catholic Education Dioceses of Brisbane, Toowoomba, Townsville, 

and Rockhampton to contact schools via principals. As Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) 

represents independent schools but does not govern them, it was necessary to approach each 

independent school individually, and permission was granted at the discretion of each individual 

principal. Permission to contact teachers through schools was not granted by the Catholic Education 

Diocese of Cairns, who cited a large number of research projects in the region at that time. Copies of 

the responses to the applications for research approvals are provided in Appendix C.  
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Once the research applications were complete, an email requesting language teachers’ participation in 

the study was sent to all state, ISQ and Catholic schools (except in the diocese of Cairns), through 

principals as per protocol. Requests were sent to 1,259 state schools, 256 Catholic schools and 179 

ISQ schools, totalling 1,694 requests for participation. While most schools in Queensland require some 

language education, this number does not represent the number of teachers. Some schools may have 

more than one language teacher while in other cases a teacher is shared across multiple schools, and 

there have been some instances in the past where schools have not provided language education 

(Chilcott, 2011). The exact number of language teachers in Queensland is unclear. The (then-named) 

Department of Education, Training and Employment, which governs public schools in the state, 

provided data to the researcher that showed that, as of June 2012, there were 882 teachers who were 

classified as ‘foreign language teachers’ on their incumbency title. However, data were given with the 

caveat that “‘it may not be an accurate reflection of what subject a teacher is actually teaching” 

(Department of Education and Training, personal communication, July 12, 2012 [Appendix C]). Data 

from other authorities was not available, but if we consider that about 65% of school students in 

Queensland attend state schools (Queensland Teachers’ Union, 2013), and if we assume the same 

distribution of language teachers in both state and private schools, then we can make a crude 

extrapolation that there are 309 language teachers in private schools, for a total of 1191 language 

teachers in the state.   

Contact was made with schools between January and March of 2012, and again in December of the 

same year, in an effort to increase participation numbers.  Each invitation included dissemination 

materials which concisely described the nature of the study and the requirements that would be made 

of the participants. The page was headed with the words “A request to all current and former 

Queensland Languages Teachers to give 30 minutes of your time to help strengthen Languages 

education in Queensland”. The materials emphasised the opportunity for teachers to have their voices 

heard in a local and language-specific educational study, an opportunity that is not often afforded to 
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this under-researched group (Endicott, 2011). Appendix D provides a copy of these information 

materials. 

An additional part of the recruitment process was to meet with as many teachers as possible to talk 

about the research project and to increase interest and awareness. To this end, the research project 

was presented throughout the year at language teacher conferences and network meetings, both in 

person and via social media. This proved to be an important strategy, as through discussions with a 

number of language teachers, it became apparent that emails that had been addressed to them were 

not always being received. Whether this was due to the information being lost, not being seen at all, or 

a lack of willingness on the part of principals to have teachers participate is unclear, but it was proof 

that a more strategic approach was necessary to identify and recruit a greater number of potential 

participants.  

The MLTAQ also played an important role in assisting in the recruitment of participants. With a 

membership of over 600 language professionals in 2012, the association provided an opportunity to 

reach large numbers of teachers through their active mailing lists, as well as through individual branch 

meetings. In February 2012, presentations were given at the monthly meetings of the Gold Coast and 

Sunshine Coast branches of the MLTAQ. The selection of these meetings was due to their location 

within several hours drive of the researcher’s residence, as well as their active nature and relatively 

large attendance compared to other branches. The presentations included an overview of the problem, 

a summary of the research, and a request for teachers to participate in the study. Extra information 

materials were given to attendees to pass on to other colleagues. The meetings were followed up with 

an email to the respective branch mailing lists, thanking members for their time and making non-

attending members aware of the study. While attending meetings of other branches of the MLTAQ was 

not possible due to financial and time constraints, emails and information sheets were distributed to the 
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presidents and convenors of all branches, and several executive members were helpful in further 

promoting the study at meetings that the researcher could not attend personally.   

The significance of this study was that it also included former teachers, so that objective differences 

could be identified between those who had left and those who remained in the field. The time and 

financial cost in recruiting former teachers have been a major barriers in other attrition studies (Lobo & 

Poyatos Matas, 2010). Some teachers may move interstate or overseas, and in some cases, 

particularly if the departure was unpleasant, may not be willing to discuss their experiences. The 

collection of information regarding potential former language teacher participants proved difficult in this 

study. Data from educational authorities regarding attrition rates and reasons for attrition, as well as 

details of former language teachers who were teaching in other areas, was requested in vain. 

Therefore, network sampling was adopted as part of the recruitment process, as it is considered to be 

one of the most appropriate and effective ways of recruiting hidden populations (Neuman, 2011). 

Accordingly, all contact with current teachers included a request to pass on to any former language 

teacher colleagues an invitation to be involved in the study. 

3.2.5.3 Quantitative data collection and sample 

Participants were given access to the instruments via a URL address, and the questionnaires remained 

available for the full year of 2012. This allowed teachers to complete the questionnaires at their own 

pace and at their own convenience, either during term time or during vacation periods. It also allowed 

the recruitment of more participants, as active strategies were employed throughout the year to attract 

higher rates of participation, as already discussed.  

The questionnaires were successfully completed by 227 participants from the Australian state of 

Queensland. A valid questionnaire was considered one that was a) completed by a participant who met 

the criteria for inclusion in the study, and b) more than 95% complete. Accordingly, seven 

questionnaires were considered invalid and were removed from the data analysis process. This 
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included one questionnaire completed by a teacher of English as a Second Language, and another by 

a former teacher who had left the profession for retirement at the planned age. The decision to exclude 

members of these two groups was explained and justified in Chapter 1: Introduction to the Thesis with 

Publications. In addition, five questionnaires were removed due to a large number of incomplete 

responses, most likely due to a lack of time to fully complete the questionnaire. Because the full 

instrument (this thesis focuses on one aspect of the data collection) consisted of up to 80 questions 

and took approximately 30 minutes to complete, this was not unexpected as longer questionnaires 

generally have lower completion rates (Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009; Rolstad, Adler, & Rydén, 2011). Due 

to the size of the questionnaire, participants were given an allowance of three questions that could be 

missed before the questionnaire was rendered invalid.   

The participants included 180 current language teachers and 47 former language teachers. The 

majority of participants were female (87%), native speakers of English (76%), and employed full-time 

(64%) in state schools (67%). Further, 44% of participants taught solely within secondary schools, 38% 

solely in primary schools, with the remaining 19% teaching across both sectors. Collectively, the 

participants taught seven different languages. In order of frequency, these were Japanese (41%), 

French (19%), German (16%), Italian, (9%), Indonesian (7%), and Chinese and Spanish (both 4%). 

The profile of the average current language teacher that emerged was that of a female teacher of 

Japanese, 40-44 years of age, permanently employed full-time in a state high school in an urban area 

of Queensland. The average former teacher had a similar profile, with an average of fourteen years of 

experience at the time of their departure.   

The sample size of 227 participants includes a wide breadth of teachers in different contexts, and is 

double the size of the average teacher attrition study in Australia, which was found to be 113 

participants (Mason & Poyatos Matas, 2015). Although baseline data on language teachers in Australia 

is limited (Australian Language and Literacy Council, 1996; Liddicoat, Scarino, Curnow, Kohler, 

http://poq.oxfordjournals.org/search?author1=Mirta+Galesic&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
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Scrimgeour, & Morgan, 2007), the sample closely follows what we know more widely about teachers in 

the state, namely that the majority are females who work in state schools in metropolitan areas. The 

sample also generally, although not perfectly, follows the trend of languages taught in state schools in 

2014, as shown in Table 3.2. While the publicly available data only included information for state 

schools, curriculum decisions made in the private sector often reflect state education policy, and so 

give a general picture of what is taught in schools across the state. 

 

Table 3.2 

Languages taught in Queensland state schools, and languages taught by participants  

Languages taught by teachers in Queensland 
state schools (n=1223 schools)¹ 

Languages taught by teachers (n=227) 
 

Japanese (51%) Japanese (41%) 

German (15%) French (19%) 

Chinese (Mandarin) (10%) German (16%) 

French (9%) Italian (9%) 

Italian (6%) Indonesian (7%) 

Indonesian (6%) Chinese (4%) 

Spanish (2%) Spanish (4%) 

Other (1%)  

¹Data from Department of Education, Training and Employment (2014b) 

 

3.2.5.4 Quantitative data analyses 

To get the analysis underway, the quantitative data were exported from the LimeSurvey software 

server into an Excel spreadsheet. Descriptive analyses were conducted by calculating, where 

appropriate, totals, percentages, means and standard deviations for each item in the questionnaire. 

Data were then entered into the SPSS 20 statistical software program and prepared for analysis. Next, 

t-tests were used to determine the difference in means between the numerical data collected from the 
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current and former teachers, and Pearson chi-square tests were used to analyse the differences 

between expected frequencies and observed frequencies of the categorical data collected. Both of 

these analyses, commonly applied to questionnaire data, were used to determine the existence of any 

statistically significant differences between former and current teachers, ruling out the possibility that 

the findings could be merely products of chance. 

T-tests and Chi-square tests do not show the strength or direction of any relationships between the 

groups. A further step was therefore taken to determine the correlation coefficients for the numerical 

data. This analysis was conducted to determine the strength and direction of the relat ionship of the 

social capital variables, not just to the dependent variable (1-retained, 0-not retained) but also between 

the independent variables. Spearman's Rho correlation coefficient was chosen in this case because it 

a) requires variables that are measured on a scale that is at least ordinal, b) does not make any 

assumptions about the distribution of the data, and c) gives “a clearer measure of the actual strength of 

the association by minimizing the influence of extreme values” (Elliot & Woodward, 2007, p. 193).  For 

all analyses, results were considered significant at the p<0.05*. 

3.2.5.5 Selection of interview participants  

Unlike the quantitative data collection process, where the development of the data instrument preceded 

the recruitment of participants, the development of the final instruments was carried out after the 

selection of the participants. This was done because each participant was selected due to their specific 

and unique circumstances, and as such they each had different experiences and knowledge that 

warranted specific interrogation. 

The interview participants in the second phase of the study were not chosen to be representative of the 

whole population, but rather to elicit stories and opinions from the different types of teachers identified. 

From the questionnaire data, different types of teachers were identified, not by their demographic 

characteristics, but by the different ways in which the teachers entered, continued, considered leaving, 
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or left their language teaching positions. As such, seven categories of current language teachers, and 

three categories of former language teachers were identified. These ten categories are listed in Figure 

3.4 according to their descriptors. The participants included a mix of genders, languages, locations, 

education jurisdictions and sectors.  

 

 

Figure 3.4. Coding and categorisations of the ten interview participants in this study 

 

3.2.5.6 Semi-structured interviews  

Interviews are among the most common methods of data collection in the social sciences (Kumar, 

2011; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Within interview methodology, there are different levels of 

flexibility, ranging from structured to unstructured, with many approaches lying somewhere within this 

spectrum. The approach chosen influences what types of questions are asked, how the interviewer 

interacts with the interviewees, and how the respondents are able to answer. The best approach is the 

one that best suits the aims of the research.  

The qualitative phase of this study is concerned with hearing (and listening to) the voices of a range of 

teachers, each with a different set of circumstances and a different experience. In a dissertation that 

focused on the gap between teacher voice and policy-practice, Greene (2013) argued that “teachers, 

whose work provides the fulcrum around which all activity in a school revolves, have an important 
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critique of policy to offer from the view of the classroom, and should be heard by policymakers” (p. 1). 

Indeed, the voices of teachers in Australia are not always heard by policy makers; this is particularly 

true of teachers in undervalued disciplines such as music (Roulston, 2004), the arts (Garvis & 

Pendergast, 2012), and languages (Endicott, 2011).  

Structured interviews involve an interviewer asking a series of pre-determined questions in the same 

way to each respondent (Mason, 2004). While the questions are delivered face-to-face rather than on 

paper or online, the approach is very similar to that adopted in a questionnaire methodology. This 

method was rejected for the purposes of this study because a) it is similar in approach to the 

questionnaire instrument already utilised, and b) it does not allow the researcher to ask different 

questions of different participants. However, completely unstructured interviews were also not 

appropriate, because there were specific issues that were under investigation, and so preparation 

before the interview was integral.  

A semi-structured approach to interviewing was therefore adopted in this study. The semi-structured 

design allowed questions to be prepared in advance, but also allowed for flexibility and fluidity when 

required. It also allowed different questions to be put to different participants, so as to investigate their 

specific circumstances and experiences. For example, the outward mover interviewee (I10 in Figure 

3.4), who had left language teaching for another career, could give insights about their departure from 

the field, as well as a comparison with their new career. On the other hand, the experienced teacher 

interviewee (I2) could give insights into what it takes to have a sustainable career. In this way, tailor-

made protocols, with a general uniform flow, were developed for each of the ten interviews. These can 

be found in Appendix I. 

A narrative approach to questioning was adopted in this study, where teachers were presented with    

open-ended prompts, rather than a traditional question format, to elicit the attitudes and perceptions of 

the participants (Kumar, 2011, p. 153). Participants were invited to ‘tell’ their stories, something that 
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humans have been doing for thousands of years. In fact, telling stories “is far from unusual in everyday 

conversation and it is apparently no more unusual for interviewees to respond to questions with 

narratives if they are given some room to speak” (Mishler, 1986, p. 69). Giving the participants the time 

and space to tell their stories meant they were able to provide rich, personal insights into their lived 

experiences, and by gently guiding participants to talk about issues concerning their social capital, the 

researcher was able to collect valuable information about the role that social capital plays in the their 

experiences.  

3.2.5.7 Semi-structured interview protocols 

Generic interview protocols were first developed and trialled with two pilot participants, including one 

language teaching colleague with experience in conducting qualitative interviews, and one of my 

research supervisors. The participants in the pilot study provided feedback on the nature of the 

questions. In particular, they suggested that questions be balanced, so that there was equal 

opportunity for both positive and negative responses. Accordingly, a number of questions were posed 

sequentially, such as ‘Tell me about what you enjoy about your job’, followed by ‘Tell me about what 

you don’t enjoy about your job’.  

The interview protocols began with standardised questions aimed at building rapport and establishing a 

relaxed atmosphere. Then, questions were posed to elicit participants’ experiences, thoughts and 

feelings about their everyday working lives and the relationships they have in their workplaces. 

Standardised questions were posed to all interviewees, including: 

 Tell me the story of your career 

 Tell me about a typical teaching day in your current workplace 

 Tell me about a work colleague who you have a great relationship with 

 Tell me about a work colleague who you don’t have a great relationship with 

 Tell me about a time when you’ve had to seek support 
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The interviews also included further questions which probed the participants in respect to their unique 

characteristics or working background that made them an ideal interview candidate. In this way, the 

interview questions in the latter stage of the interviews were tailored to suit each participant, one of the 

advantages of the semi-structured approach where interviewers can use a range of themes as a guide 

for exploration, rather than standardised questions. The ten interview protocols are presented in 

Appendix I.  

3.2.5.8 Qualitative data collection 

Ten interviews were conducted at different intervals during 2014. In the majority of cases (n=6), 

interviews were held face-to-face at a time and location convenient to the participant. Due to obstacles 

of time and distance, three interviews were conducted using Skype video software, and one interview 

was conducted via landline telephone. All interviews were recorded on the researcher’s laptop 

computer, using Audacity recording software.   

One of the limitations of interview methodology is the presence of the researcher (Mehra, 2002). I was 

particularly aware of my role throughout the duration of the study, the more so since I already had a 

professional relationship with some of the participants, having been a language teacher in Queensland 

for a number of years. I therefore made conscious efforts to remain objective when collecting, 

analysing, and reporting the data. In this study, the use of open-ended questions allowed the 

participants to express themselves freely. As a researcher, I gave interviewees space and time to 

reflect and respond to the prompts that were given. Although the method adopted was a semi-

structured interview, in some ways it could be considered a one-sided conversation, with the vast 

majority of the speaking being done by the interviewees. In a typical example, an interview in which a 

total of 3,381 words were spoken, only 279 words (8.25%) were uttered by myself. By presenting open-

ended prompts, using other prompts and silences to elicit further information, and not interrupting the 

flow of participants’ stories, I was able to remove myself somewhat from the interview process, helping 

to lessen the potential for researcher bias. 
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Interviews can “provide a wealth of information provided respondents feel comfortable about 

expressing their opinions” (Kumar, 2011, p. 153). This is a challenge for interviewers. To ensure the 

comfort of participants, to help them feel at ease, feel safe, and feel that their time and effort was of 

value, a number of strategies were used. First, participants were given the choice, as much as possible, 

as to where and when their interview took place. Prior to the interview date, I provided participants with 

the informed consent materials that ensured confidentiality and anonymity (Appendix H). At this time, I 

also prepared participants for the interview, foretelling them that they would be asked to tell some 

stories about their experiences, and that there was nothing they had to prepare. To make sure the 

setting was as different from that of a formal interview as possible, I did not take notes during the 

interview and, except for an initial check, did not refer to the audio recording equipment. I was prepared 

to run the risk that the recording software may not in fact continue to record for the duration of the 

interview, even though that warning was given in several research manuals. I began the interview with 

protocol ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, and started with very generic and less emotionally-

driven prompts, generally of the type ‘Tell me about how you came to be a language teacher’. These 

strategies, and a cup of tea and some biscuits, helped to provide a relaxed atmosphere for the 

participants to freely express their thoughts and opinions. 

3.2.5.9 Qualitative data analysis 

The interviews ranged in length from 48 to 92 minutes, and the resulting transcripts produced 50 pages 

of typed qualitative data. The transcription was completed by the researcher, who also conducted the 

interviews; this is one strategy for ensuring ‘familiarity with data and attention to what is actually there 

rather than what is expected’, which can be compromised when other people are employed to 

complete the transcribing process (Bailey, 2008, p. 129). To ensure accuracy, the transcription of all 

interviews was completed as soon as possible after the original interviews. Once completed, and once 

identifying features had been removed and replaced with descriptors, participants were given an 

opportunity to review the relevant transcript and to check the accuracy of the interpretation of the audio 
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data. All participants took the time to review their transcripts, and no concerns were raised about the 

accuracy of the final transcripts. One participant clarified the meaning of one comment that may have 

been unclear in the transcript, which assisted with the classification of the data. 

Embedded in a post-modernist qualitative tradition, the analysis of the interview data is seen as an 

active and reflexive process (Clarke & Braun, 2014).  The robustness of the analysis lies in the process 

itself, which followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) widely used six-step framework. First, there was a 

period of becoming familiar with each transcript, by reading and rereading and making initial notes. 

Second, initial codes were created. Third, themes under the umbrella of social capital were sought, and 

fourth, reviewed by both the researcher and a colleague. Fifth, the themes were defined. A further 

degree of analysis was added, with mentions of each theme being divided into positive, negative, and 

neutral, depending on their context in the conversation, with an aim “to discover patterns across 

individual narrative interview texts or to explore what may create differences between people in their 

narrated experiences” (Wertz, Charmaz, McMullen, Josselson, Anderson, & McSpadden, 2011, p. 227). 

In alignment with the sixth step of the analysis, the findings were reported, in this case in the form of 

three scholarly papers.  

3.2.6 Ethical considerations  

At the centre of ethical research is the notion of informed consent. The success of research depends 

on the trust and cooperation that researchers gain from potential participants, and it is imperative both 

that participants are fully informed of the details of the study, and that confidentiality is maintained. The 

idea is that “it is up to research participants to weigh the risks and benefits associated with participating 

in a research project and up to them to then decide whether to take part” (Howe & Moses, 1999, p. 24). 

This can only be done when researchers fully and accurately inform participants of what the research 

involves, including any risks or discomforts, and what measures are taken to limit these. Accordingly, 

and in line with university requirements, consent forms were developed and presented at the onset of 
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each phase of data collection. The consent forms briefly outlined the research aims, as well as the 

obligations on the part of participants, including a statement of the time commitment required of them. 

Participants were made aware of the voluntary nature of the study, and of their right to refuse or 

withdraw consent at any point. They were informed of how the data would be used, and how 

confidentiality (on which see below) would be maintained throughout. In line with Griffith University 

guidelines, contact details and procedures for making inquiries or complaints were also made available. 

Copies of the Informed Consent materials for the questionnaire and for the semi-structured interviews 

can be found in Appendices E and H, respectively. 

As the data collected from respondents were deemed sensitive, confidentiality was a major issue of 

concern. Participants had been urged to give open and honest responses that could potentially identify 

other teachers by name and/or workplace and/or be critical of their employing bodies or workplaces. 

Because its release might be a risk to participants’ employment, the digital information needed to be 

secured properly, just as sensitive paperwork must be stored safely. With the LimeSurvey data 

collection tool being hosted locally at Griffith University, and all survey data maintained on a secure 

server, confidentiality was guaranteed. The data were password protected and accessible only by the 

researcher. Data downloaded onto spreadsheets was kept by the researcher on removable media and 

locked away. Any paper copies made for the purposes of analysis were printed without individual 

names, workplaces, or email addresses, and these working copies were kept in a locked filing cabinet 

until no longer needed, at which time they were shredded. 

The empirical study received ethical clearance from the Human Research Ethics Committee at Griffith 

University (GU Protocol Number LAL/20/11/HREC). A copy of the Ethical Clearance Certificate can be 

found in Appendix B. 

 



 

173 
 

3.2.7 Limitations 

The empirical phase of the study was limited to current and former language teachers from the state of 

Queensland, Australia. While time and financial constraints influenced the decision to limit the study to 

a single state, this was not the main motivator. As a language teacher in Queensland for many years, I 

observed a large number of my fellow language education graduates and language teacher colleagues 

leaving the field. These personal observations provided the sparks that started this research journey. 

Due to my role as a language educator and as an active member of the language teaching community 

in Queensland, I had access to large networks of teachers, something I did not have access to in other 

states. Therefore, in terms of participant recruitment, I felt that focusing on a single state would garner 

a higher, and therefore a more closely representative, number of participants than would have been the 

case if participants had been recruited across states. Finally, language education in Queensland has 

had a policy of mandatory language education in schools for two decades, and yet has one of the 

lowest student retention rates (Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2014a). For this 

reason, it provides a particularly interesting context that can help inform educational authorities in other 

states about how the policies and practices unique to the state of Queensland have influenced 

language teacher attrition, and indeed the lack of progress in the state with respect to language 

education.  

Another limitation of the mixed-methods study was the selection of a cross-sectional design rather than 

a longitudinal study. The cross-sectional design was “useful in obtaining an ‘overall picture’ as it stands 

at the time of the study” (Kumar, 2011, p. 107). While the biggest disadvantage of this approach is that 

it cannot measure change, the inclusion of former teachers provided a strong comparison with current 

teachers, which overcame the potential difficulties in sustaining participation by large numbers of busy 

teachers in a longitudinal study. 
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Those who teach in the tertiary sector, where the same concerns regarding teacher attrition and 

teacher shortages are not present, were excluded from the research, which was limited to teachers in 

schools. The Australian federal government provides public funding for higher education institutions, 

which means that tertiary educators are impacted by different policies to teachers in the school system, 

the latter being primarily funded at the state level. By focusing on teachers in schools, this study is 

concerned with students’ equitable access to language education. 

Teachers of English as a Second Language (ESL) were also excluded from the study. ESL is seen as 

an important part of education for students whose first language is not English; it assists their 

integration into Australian schools, and indeed into the wider society. Unlike languages other than 

English, ESL in school curricula is rarely questioned. It is true that concerns have been raised in recent 

years about a shortage of ESL teachers, particularly in schools in New South Wales, where a third of 

students are from non-English speaking backgrounds (McNeilage, 2014). However, the root of the 

problem is being blamed firmly on a lack of funding for new teachers despite increased demand 

(Barrett, 2014; McNeilage, 2014; Oriti, 2015). The attrition of ESL teachers is not a concern raised in 

research circles or in the media, and as such their exclusion from this study is justified. 

Because data concerning the population of language teachers in Queensland are not available, a 

representative, random sampling technique could not be applied in this study. To alleviate the impact of 

selection bias (a threat to internal validity), concerted efforts were made over a period of twelve months 

to proactively seek out “all possible cases that fit particular criteria using various methods” (Neuman, 

2011, p. 272) and to encourage all matching individuals to participate in the study. Nevertheless, due to 

the voluntary nature of the study and the methods used to recruit participants, self-selection and 

sampling biases did pose a potential threat to the reliability of the findings. While there is no evidence 

to suggest that the participant sample is unrepresentative of the wider population of language teachers 

in Queensland, external validity cannot be assured when using non-random sampling techniques such 
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as those deployed in this study (Patton, 2002). The findings can therefore not be applied to the general 

population of language teachers, unless these limitations are clearly acknowledged. 

The self-reporting nature of the questionnaire, and of the interviews, meant that the study was open to 

potential social desirability bias, a phenomenon where “respondents believe there are norms defining 

desirable attitudes and behaviours,” and “concerned enough about these norms to distort their answers 

to avoid presenting themselves in an unfavorable light” (Tourangeau, Rips, & Rasinski, 2000, p. 257). 

Taking the advice of Nancarrow & Brace (2000), in an effort to reduce the potential for this bias, the 

researcher emphasised the need for honesty and ensured confidentiality, as explained above. 

 

3.3 Research findings and discussion 

Three papers are included in this section of the thesis; they introduce, interpret and discuss the results 

of the empirical data collection and analyses. The papers look at different aspects of the research 

problem, to test the hypothesis that those with higher levels of social capital would be more likely to 

stay, and those with lower levels of social capital would be more likely to leave. Together, the three 

articles give an increasingly in-depth look at the research problem and provide empirical insights into 

what contributes to language teacher attrition and retention.  

Paper Five, ‘I quit! An exploratory study into language teacher attrition in Queensland schools’, reports 

on the findings from initial descriptive analyses undertaken during the first phase of the study. In this 

phase, mostly quantitative data were collected from 227 current and former language teachers in 

Queensland, using a questionnaire methodology. In teacher attrition research, the voices of former 

teachers are often unheard, and this is even truer in the case of former language teachers. This paper 

focuses closely on the responses from the 49 former language teachers involved in the study, who had 

previously worked in primary and high schools in Queensland, but who had left voluntarily before 

retirement. The paper addresses specific questions about why language teachers leave the field, and 
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where they go after they do. It was first presented at the Languages and Cultures Network for 

Australian Universities Colloquium, in Canberra, in June 2013, and later published in the peer-reviewed 

conference proceedings Practices and policies: Current research in languages and cultures education. 

Paper Six, ‘Social capital: A vital ingredient for retaining foreign language teachers’, narrows the focus 

of the study, providing concentrated attention on social capital as it relates to language teacher attrition 

and retention. The paper reports on six key findings that arose from the analysis and interpretation of 

both the quantitative and qualitative data. Overall, the paper concludes that social capital is a vital key 

in retaining language teachers and that the lack of social capital – manifested as a lack of value for 

language teachers and language education, as well as a lack of connection to school communities – is 

driving teachers away from the field prematurely. The paper was published in the new peer-reviewed 

Springer journal, the Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and Foreign Language Education. 

Paper Seven, ‘’Hey, I’m a real teacher!’ The value of language teachers and the role of Non-Contact 

Time in Queensland primary schools’, reports on the specific issue of Non-Contact Time (NCT) and its 

role in devaluing language education and propelling teacher attrition in primary schools. Language 

lessons in most primary schools in Queensland, and indeed much of Australia, occur during the 

classroom teachers’ NCT, time set aside each week for planning and preparation. The issue of NCT 

was uncovered through the analysis of qualitative interviews with ten language teachers, each with 

unique experiences and perspectives, and as such warranted further investigation. This paper uses the 

lived experiences of the participants, to highlight the impact that NCT has on the perceived value of 

language education and language teachers in Queensland, and in turn, the attrition of language 

teachers in the state. It was published in the NZ Language Teacher, the peer-reviewed journal of the 

New Zealand Association of Language Teachers.  

Together, these three papers present findings from the quantitative and qualitative data collection and 

analysis, which contribute to the growing research field of teacher attrition and retention, and 
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particularly to the under-researched field of language teacher attrition and retention. Their publication in 

national and international peer-reviewed journals shows that the issues they address are of importance 

to the scholarly community, and that the research methods employed have met the scholar 

community’s criteria for rigour and reliability.  
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3.3.1 Paper Five 

I quit! An exploratory study into language teacher attrition in Queensland schools 

 

Bibliographic details of published paper 

The bibliographic details of this paper are: 

Mason, S. (2014). I quit! An exploratory study into language teacher attrition in Queensland schools. In 

C. Travis, J. Hajek, C. Nettelbeck, E. Beckmann, & A. Lloyd-Smith (Eds.). Practices and policies: 

Current research in languages and cultures education: Selected proceedings of the second 

national LCNAU colloquium, Canberra, 3-5 July, 2013 (pp. 207-222). Canberra: Languages and 

Cultures Network for Australian Universities. Retrieved from 

http://www.lcnau.org/pdfs/LCNAU_2013_Proceedings_MASON.pdf 

*Peer-reviewed, published, © Languages and Cultures Network for Australian Universities 

*Available at http://www.lcnau.org/pdfs/LCNAU_2013_Proceedings_MASON.pdf 

*Permission has been granted to reproduce this paper in the Griffith University institutional repository 
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3.3.1 Paper Five 

 

 

I quit! An exploratory study into language teacher attrition in Queensland schools 

 

 

Abstract 

Two decades of mandatory language education in Queensland has failed to produce increased student 

participation beyond the compulsory years (Liddicoat, 2010). So, what have been the barriers to 

success in Queensland, and how can the Queensland experience inform other states? A major factor 

inhibiting the success of language education is a chronic shortage of language teachers. An exploration 

into the supply and demand chain has put forth a strong case that teacher attrition—teachers leaving to 

teach in other subject areas, other areas of education, or to other careers—is a major cause of this 

shortage. 

This paper reports on the initial findings from a research study at Griffith University that is seeking to 

identify the reasons why language teachers leave their jobs. Data collected from 227 former and 

current language teachers in Queensland reveal that lack of preparedness, lack of support, and lack of 

respect for the subject area has a strong impact on language teacher attrition. More than half of the 

responding former teachers have remained attached to education, which suggests an inherent and 

deeper problem specific to language education, compared to teacher attrition in the broader 

educational context. While the focus of this research is on primary and secondary teachers, there are 

implications for the tertiary sector which link to the themes presented. Firstly, it discusses language 

education policy during the early years of learning and its shortcomings. Secondly, the shortage of 

quality language teachers and its impact on quality language education in earlier years is shown to be 

a probable obstacle to student pathways into university language studies. 
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Introduction 

Two decades of mandatory language education in years 6 to 8 in the state of Queensland has failed to 

produce increased student participation beyond those compulsory years (Liddicoat, 2010). In fact, 

Queensland has among the lowest uptake of senior high school language study at just 5% (Clyne, 

Pauwels and Sussex 2007), and in alignment with most states across Australia, languages are the 

least popular elective subject. There is no single or simple explanation behind these figures, which are 

a result of a complex interplay of historical, social and political factors. However, numerous reports and 

studies over the past twenty years have identified a shortage of qualified and quality language teachers 

as one of the major contributing factors (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

[ACARA] 2011; Australian Education Union 2005, 2009; Australian Language and Literacy Council 

[ALLC] 1996; Australian Secondary Principals’ Association 2003, 2004, 2006; Department of Education 

and Early Childhood Development [DEECD] 2010; Department of Education and Training [DET] 2012; 

Liddicoat et al. 2007; McKenzie, Kos, Walker and Hong 2008; Ministerial Council on Education, 

Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA] 1998, 2001, 2003, 2005a; Nicholas, Moore, Clyne 

and Pauwels 1994; Slaughter 2007). In its 1996 report, the Australian Language and Literacy Council 

(ALLC) stated that “without a drastic change in policy and practice … Australia just does not have, nor 

is likely to have in the future … sufficient numbers of language teachers with appropriate language 

proficiency, as well as the other qualities necessary for the quality provision of language teaching” 

(ALLC 1996: 50). In the years since the ALLC report was released, during which time numerous 

programs have been implemented, this has changed little. 

As warned in the Australian Economic Review (Webster, Wooden and Marks 2005: 92), “it is not 

correct to assume that since there is a teacher in front of every class that shortages do not exist”. 

Numerous ‘coping strategies’ are employed to deal with shortages, which can mask and often 

exacerbate the problem in that some of them are counterproductive to quality language programs. This 

includes employing teachers without adequate qualifications—in terms of language methodology 
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training, or language proficiency, or both. Schools may change the language taught ad hoc, simply due 

to the availability of a teacher, while others rely on alternative modes of delivery such as distance 

education. Language teachers have been found to be responsible for teaching mixed-level classes, 

classes of combined year levels, and even classes composed of students studying different languages 

(Slaughter 2007). In 2010, languages led the list of subjects that schools in the state of Victoria could 

no longer provide due to the lack of suitably qualified teachers (DEECD 2010). Even in the compulsory 

years of study in Queensland, a 2011 report uncovered 76 schools that were not delivering mandatory 

language programs due to teacher shortages (Day 2011). The fact that this was rectified within a 

matter of weeks of publication leads one to believe that some of these stop-gap coping strategies were 

employed to overcome the shortages. 

Despite the widespread acknowledgement of a shortage of language teachers, and the negative 

impacts this is having on the provision of language education to Queensland students, there have been 

few attempts to determine why this shortage exists. A review of the current literature on teacher supply 

and demand found that while an ageing teaching population and issues with recruitment do put 

pressure on teacher supply, a major contributing factor is attrition — teachers permanently leaving their 

jobs before the age of retirement (Ewing and Manuel 2005; Ewing and Smith 2003; Ingersoll and Smith 

2003; McKenzie, Rowley, Weldon and Murphy 2011; MCEETYA 2003; Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development [OECD] 2002, 2005; Skilbeck and Connell 2003; Wilkerson 2000).  

Teacher shortages in Australia are not equitably distributed. While there is a chronic undersupply of 

quality teachers of languages, there is an oversupply in other areas (DET 2012; Hennessy 2011). For 

this reason, studies into teacher attrition “need to examine issues unique to each content area” 

(Wilkerson 2000: 1). However, very little Australian research distinguishes between different subject 

areas, and there have been no comprehensive studies relating specifically to the attrition or retention of 

language teachers. International studies on attrition often compare two dichotomous groups, 

sometimes labelled as ‘stayers’ and ‘leavers’ (Henry, Bastian and Fortner 2011; Liu and Ramsey 2008), 
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while others also include ‘movers’, those who leave one school or area to teach in another (Ingersoll 

2001; Kukla-Acevedo 2009). Where languages are concerned, the issue is even more complex. 

Anecdotal evidence sees uncounted numbers of teachers moving away from language education into 

other teaching areas (de Kretser and Spence-Brown 2010; Mason 2010). This group is not included in 

statistics on general teacher attrition, because they remain in the education system. In such cases, the 

reasons behind a teacher’s change in direction point not toward issues with the education system, or 

with the act of teaching, but to an inherent problem with the teaching of a language. 

This contribution begins with an outline of the research study currently being undertaken through 

Griffith University, including a brief introduction to the conceptual framework adopted and a description 

of the participants. The limitations of the study are acknowledged before moving on to discuss selected 

findings from the initial stages of data analysis. The article concludes by urging progress in the 

research agenda on language teachers, as well as a strengthening of the ties between schools and 

universities to facilitate change. 

 

The study 

This study is an attempt to explore the many experiences and attributes of those at the chalk face of 

language education in Queensland primary and secondary schools. The significance of this study, 

along with its subject-specific focus, is that it includes responses from former teachers—those who are 

able to give us the deepest insights into attrition, but who are too often absent from attrition studies. 

The key to understanding attrition is to “recognise that a change has occurred that causes a reversal of 

the original decision” (Kirby and Grissmer 1993: 6), and this study aims to reveal the factors that 

contribute to that reversal, by asking the question: ‘What factors influence language teachers’ decisions 

to continue or leave the profession?’ A number of sub-questions were developed to help answer this 

overarching question. This contribution will look at responses to three of those questions, those which 

focus directly on the responses from former language teachers. 
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1. Where do Queensland language teachers go when they leave their jobs? 

2. Why do Queensland language teachers leave their jobs? 

3. What did former teachers need to ensure their continuation? 

Quantitative data were first collected from language teachers through an online questionnaire from 

January to December 2012. The use of a standardised questionnaire ensured that each respondent 

was exposed to the same questions in the same way, and can be interpreted as reflecting “dif ferences 

among respondents, rather than differences in the processes that produced the answers” (Siniscalco 

and Auriat 2005). The online questionnaire enabled the elicitation of large amounts of data, with 

relative ease on the part of both researcher and participant, in terms of time and financial commitment. 

As part of the larger study in which this research is situated, qualitative data were then collected 

through an iterative process whereby the data sought is determined by the quantitative findings 

(Driscoll, Appiah-Yeboah, Salib and Rupert 2007). The quantitative findings influence not only what 

information is sought from participants in the second phase of data collection, but which participants 

are best able to provide that information (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011). Qualitative data are 

collected using case studies, with selected participants engaging in interviews with the researcher to 

gather more descriptive, and often more personal data (Kaplowitz 2000). 

This mixed-method study thus adopts an explanatory sequential design which begins with the 

collection and analysis of quantitative data, a design which is among the most popular in mixed-method 

studies, (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann and Hanson 2003), used for gaining better understanding of 

research problems (Ivankova, Creswell and Stick 2006). 
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Conceptual framework 

The study is guided by a conceptual framework incorporating three interrelated economic principles. 

The framework was developed after a review of the literature uncovered a vast array of variables with a 

potential influence on teachers’ career choices. Human capital, “an individual’s cumulative abilities, 

knowledge, and skills” (Pil and Leana 2009: 1103), and social capital “the links, shared values and 

understandings” (Keeley 2007: 102), are both strong indicators not only of teacher competence and 

student outcomes, but also of employee retention. These theories argue that employees possess the 

skills, knowledge and positive relationships to cope with the demands of their positions (Leana 2010). 

However, they can also, somewhat paradoxically, help to explain why some teachers may leave. In 

what Thomas (2007) has called an “unwelcome message”, teachers with very high levels of human 

capital were found to leave teaching for other careers comparatively more often than their colleagues, 

with their skills and knowledge highly valued in other fields. This double-edged sword also applies to 

social capital, where teachers “have the personal contacts, influence and access to information that 

makes opportunities for career advancement … possible” (Thomas 2007: 21). While human and social 

capital are often considered ‘teacher factors’, there is increasing acknowledgement that the context in 

which teachers work plays a pivotal role in influencing their decisions. Organisational capital concerns 

the strength of procedures, processes, and infrastructure in supporting teachers in their jobs, and this 

dimension will help to understand how differences between schools may account for any differences in 

patterns of attrition. 

The quantitative survey collected a range of data from both former and current teachers regarding their 

human, social, and organisational capital. All data were first analysed using Excel to calculate, where 

appropriate, totals, averages, frequencies and percentages for each item in the survey, to paint a 

picture of Queensland language educators. Data were then entered into a statistical software program 

(SPSS 20) and nonparametric tests were conducted to reveal statistically significant relationships 

between responses from former and current languages teachers. 
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Participants 

Two hundred and twenty-seven teachers in total responded to the online questionnaire, 181 being 

current teachers, and 47 teachers who are no longer employed in Queensland schools as teachers of 

languages. Respondents were mainly female (86.4%), and mainly non-native speakers of the language 

they teach (73.25%). Teachers taught, in descending order, Japanese (44.14%), French (19.82%), 

German (17.57%), Italian (10.36%), Indonesian (6.67%), Chinese (4.05%), and Spanish (3.6%). Almost 

three-quarters of current teachers are in urban areas, with almost one quarter in rural areas, and less 

than 2% in remote areas. Most teachers (61.88%) are employed in state schools, with around 17% 

each employed in Catholic Education and Independent Schools. 

 

Limitations 

Because data on language teachers are sparse, it is difficult to determine the representativeness of the 

whole population of language teachers in Queensland. The sample, however, does not deviate from 

what we do know about the breakdown of languages taught in Queensland, the feminisation of the 

teaching area, and the population breakdown of teachers in different geographic areas and educational 

jurisdictions. While the findings from this study still need to be applied with caution, there is no 

evidence to suggest that the sample is unrepresentative, and the findings will provide an important 

stepping stone to inform further studies. The information gathered in this study would be strengthened 

if it could be complemented with data from other studies, for example, comparing language teachers 

with those of teachers in other subject areas, or language teachers in other states, particularly those 

who do not have the same policy of mandatory languages. At this stage, comparable studies are not 

available, and these are worthwhile areas of future research. 
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Findings 

Where do Queensland language teachers go when they leave their jobs? 

Forty-six former teachers responded to this question, and it was found that those who leave their jobs 

in language teaching in primary and secondary schools fall into three categories (see Figure 3.5). The 

first category, representing one third (15/46) of respondents, are sideways movers (Figure 3.6) – those 

who have moved out of languages, but have remained teaching in primary or secondary schools in 

Queensland. Approximately one quarter (11/46) are upward movers (Figure 3.7) – those who have 

moved into promotional roles within schools, in education management, and into tertiary education. 

The last and largest group are outward movers, covering the 43% (20/46) of former teachers who have 

found jobs in other careers (Figure 3.8). One former teacher responded to the survey, but did not 

indicate their current field of employment. Interestingly, many of the outward movers have remained 

connected to education or to languages, with careers teaching overseas, in translation and interpreting, 

tourism, education-related small businesses, and the ESL industry. 

 

Figure 3.5. Movements of former languages teachers in Queensland (n=46) 
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Figure 3.6. Destinations of ‘sideways movers’ (n=15)  

 

Figure 3.7. Destinations of ‘upward movers’ (n=11) 
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Figure 3.8. Destinations of ‘outward movers’ (n=20)  

 

Participants were asked to compare their level of job satisfaction in their current positions, to their job 

satisfaction when they worked as language teachers. Reponses were received from all 47 participants, 

and showed that almost all former teachers (46/47) are more or equally satisfied in their new pursuits, 

with only one respondent being less satisfied since leaving language education in schools. 

Why do Queensland language teachers leave their jobs? 

A number of variables were found to have a statistically significant relationship with teacher attrition. 

This section will identify and expand on three of those variables, one from each of the categories of 
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attempted to predict and facilitate outcomes in language education, he made an interesting discovery 

that could be applied further than the ESL focus of his study. To avoid career frustration, pre-service 

teachers needed to be made aware of the distractive forces they would encounter in the classrooms, 

as well as strategies for dealing with them. In fact, in order to be effective, some teachers had to “be 

subversive of the interests of various other involved parties” (May 2010: 17). Lee and Van Patten 

(2003) agree, warning that beginning language teachers need to be prepared for negative attitudes and 

indifference, to be aware that their students may not have the same passion for languages as they do. 

The data collected for the current study revealed that only 14% (33/227) of all responding teachers had 

completed a degree specifically to train languages teachers. The majority of respondents to this study, 

as with teachers across Australia (Kleinhenz, Wilkinson, Gearon, Fernandez and Ingvarson 2007), 

completed a double or combined degree, most commonly an undergraduate qualification in language 

followed by a postgraduate education course (88/227). The types of degrees from which respondents 

graduated are illustrated in Figure 3.9. 

 

 

Figure 3.9. Pre-service education of Queensland languages teachers (n=181) 
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Pre-service education courses for language teachers are generally delivered across two faculties 

where the content and style of language studied may not be appropriate to the teaching context, and 

the education component may be generic. While language-specific methodology training was rare, a 

comparable number of teachers (31/227) had no training in language teaching at all. Furthermore, 

many teachers had little experience in language classrooms before beginning their careers, and so the 

realities and politics of being a languages teacher were kept largely a mystery, unti l they stepped into 

the classroom. It is without surprise then that almost two thirds felt unprepared for the nuances and 

unique skills required to be a teacher of languages in the current educational and political climate 

(145/227). 

Social capital 

In terms of social capital, language teachers are more likely to leave if they feel isolated, and many 

language teachers feel isolated regardless of their geographic location. About 30% (64/219) of 

teachers were itinerant, meaning they work at and travel between more than one school, often because 

there is not enough time dedicated to language education in primary schools to staff full-time positions. 

10% of respondents (24/227) worked at four or more schools. Itinerant teachers may spend only brief 

periods of time at some of their workplaces, unable to develop support networks and positive 

relationships with other staff, and build a sense of belonging. Induction programs are becoming more 

commonplace and positive correlations have been found with retention when the program is aimed at 

specific subject areas (Wilkerson, 2000), but only 20% (42/208) of respondents to this study engaged 

in language-specific induction or mentor programs. On top of this, 44% (77/175) of current teachers 

surveyed were the only language teacher in their school. Heads of Department who are dedicated 

solely to languages in Queensland are rare. When asked who teachers turn to in their schools for help, 

many turned to teachers of other subject areas, and while this can build a teacher’s sense of belonging, 

it does little to help the teacher navigate the complexities of language teaching politics and pedagogy. 
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While effective induction processes are important, so too is the support of teachers throughout their 

careers, and while education authorities need to be accountable for providing such support, the 

majority of teachers responding to a study on professional learning in networks admitted that system-

level support was often inappropriate or insufficient. Much more value has been derived from non-

school-based, teacher-led support networks (Endicott 2011). It is for this reason that networks such as 

the Modern Language Teachers’ Association of Queensland (MLTAQ) provide an important support for 

teachers. The data from this study revealed that teachers who are actively involved in networks such 

as the MLTAQ are more likely to move into promotional positions. 

Organisational capital 

Of the teachers surveyed, 64% (143/221) believe that their language is not valued as a subject in their 

schools, and as a result the subject is not afforded the basic tools needed for successful 

implementation. These organisational capital factors have a strong relationship with attrition of teachers 

in the study. One of the most cited issues raised by primary school teachers was the fact that 

languages are aligned with classroom teachers’ Non-Contact Time (NCT). A somewhat dated but 

relevant study on Physical Education teacher attrition in Queensland (Macdonald 1993), a subject 

which is similarly timetabled against NCT, found that isolation, the low status of the subject, and 

teachers’ consequent low status as professionals were cited as causes for leaving. Another study on 

music teachers in the state of New South Wales raised similar issues, most notably clashes with other 

teachers who felt the subject area was a ‘frills subject’, something that had a place at the end of the 

year when the ‘real teaching’ was finished (de Vries 2004). 

The covering of ‘real teachers’ NCT’ is seen as the priority, and several responding teachers revealed 

that they are officially employed as temporary ‘release teachers’, despite delivering a full language 

program. Lessons may be scheduled once a week, and/or for very short periods of time. A single, 30 

minute lesson once a week for students is not uncommon among the teaching schedules of the 
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respondents, and teachers complained of languages being taken ‘offline’ for other ‘more important’ 

activities and events. One third (50/180) of respondents were not satisfied with their physical teaching 

conditions. A number of teachers left comments about the lack of a suitable teaching space, carrying 

resources from one room to the next, or being put into corners and withdrawal rooms. Significant 

numbers of teachers were also dissatisfied with their allocation of budget (31%, n=67), resources (19%, 

n=42), and access to technology (21%, n=48). 

What did former teachers need to ensure their continuation? 

An open-ended question asked of the 47 former teachers was ‘Is there anything that would have 

ensured your continuation?’ The responses are listed in Table 3.3 according to the number of times 

each item was mentioned. As revealed, support was by far the most mentioned response, with words 

like value, appreciation, opportunities, recognition also well represented. 

 

Conclusion 

On the surface, Queensland appears supportive of language education, with the adoption and 

enforcement of compulsory language study in years 6, 7, and 8. However, the role of languages in 

Queensland schools is as tenuous as ever, and the policy does not extend to mandate the number of 

hours of instruction required, it only gives a recommendation. Even within this recommendation, there 

is no elicitation of how the subject should be timetabled for maximum outcomes, nor what kind of 

resourcing programs should be afforded. Ambitious targets set for student retention have been set, but 

when unmet, have been replaced by new, even more ambitious targets, instead of cooperative efforts 

to understand the causes of the failures. 
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Table 3.3  

Responses from 47 former language teachers to the question, ‘Is there anything that would have 

ensured your continuation?’ 

Response Number of mentions 

Support – total 

 Support, from admin  

 Support, undefined 

 Support, departmental 

 Other Support (from staff, school, as a new teacher) 

10 

3 

2 

2 

3 

Value and recognition  - total 

 Value of subject from Principal 

 Value of subject from staff 

 Value of subject from community and parents 

 Value, undefined 

8 

2 

2 

2 

2 

Better employment opportunities - total 

 Permanent position 

 Position in 1 school 

 Position with other subjects as well, or undefined 

7 

3 

2 

2 

Improved workplace conditions - total 

 Better resources 

 Less toxic school environment 

 Inclusive school environment 

 Smaller class sizes 

4 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Nothing would have changed my mind 4 

Opportunities for professional development 3 

More confidence in ability 2 

Autonomy 2 

Increased salary      2 

Removal of proficiency exam 2 

Other (opportunities for promotion, better HR management, less 

isolation as an itinerant teacher, respect, appreciation 

5 
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Language education in Queensland is suffering from a chronic shortage of quality teachers, and this 

study is an attempt to understand one aspect of this shortage. This study reveals key issues that drive 

language teachers to ‘greener pastures’, either outside of education, or more commonly within the 

education system. Contributing to this movement away from languages is a lack of specific teacher 

training to prepare teachers for their jobs, a lack of support for language teachers, and a lack of value 

placed on the subject and its practitioners.  

Issues surrounding language teachers need more research attention, in light of the falling status of 

language education, in Queensland, but also more widely across Australia and much of the English-

speaking world. To have any success in improving student outcomes, student retention, and the 

position of languages as part of a varied and rigorous education for Queensland students, there needs 

to be more research attention on how to best support teachers in their roles, and the human, social and 

organisational capital can be enhanced so to ensure career satisfaction and longevity. This requires the 

cooperation of all levels of education, and the important link between schools and universities must be 

strengthened. 
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3.3.2 Paper Six 

 

 

Social Capital: A vital ingredient for retaining foreign language teachers 

 

 

Abstract 

Introduction: A major source of concern across a number of English-speaking countries is the loss of 

language teachers from the profession. In a global era where the ability to engage across languages 

and cultures is seen as vital for international engagement, this poses a significant problem as teacher 

shortages continue to challenge the efficacy of language education programs. And yet, there are very 

few large-scale studies which investigate the career attrition of foreign language teachers. The 

Australian mixed methods study reported here investigated the relationship between social capital and 

the career retention of 227 foreign language teachers. 

Results: The findings expand our understanding of language teacher attrition, by showing that teachers 

who felt professionally valued and who had strong relationships with their colleagues and 

administrative leaders were less likely to leave language teaching. It was also found that social bonds 

with other foreign language teachers were an important form of social capital proactively sought by 

many language teachers, to help them overcome their professional isolation and thus maintain their 

professional standards. However, these strong social bonds were found to play a role in promoting 

language teacher attrition, as they provide teachers with a ladder to other career opportunities. 

Conclusions: This study concludes that some language teachers are lacking in social capital, and that 

this lack of social capital is a key driver in career attrition. Therefore, there is a need to develop policies, 

and engage in practices, which facilitate and encourage the further development of language teachers' 
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social capital. The conclusion of this paper explores ways to move forward to improve the retention of 

language teachers. 

 

Keywords: Second/foreign language education, social capital, teacher attrition, teacher retention 

 

Introduction 

Monolingualism, even in the lingua franca English, is an economic and social disadvantage for nations 

as well as individuals in an interconnected and international world (Kirkpatrick & Sussex 2012; Lo 

Bianco et al. 1999). That is why foreign language teachers play such a vital role in the 

internationalisation process of individuals to become ‘world citizens’, able to move across languages 

and cultures (European Commission 2012; Kodera & Kameda 2013; Qi Gu 2012) 

Despite fifty years of political rhetoric in Australia, and numerous programs with intentions to improve 

the state of foreign language education, the field remains in crisis. Across the nation over the past 30 

years, student retention rates until the end of secondary schooling have fluctuated between ten and 

fifteen per cent, making it the least popular learning area (Poyatos Matas & Mason 2015). In some 

states, like Queensland, the rates are as low as 6.84% (Department of Education, Training & 

Employment 2014a). One of the most cited factors contributing to this poor state of language education 

in Australia is a shortage of foreign language teachers (Nancarrow 2015; Weldon 2015). Numerous 

government reports have identified a shortage of teachers as a key obstacle standing in the way of 

widespread quality foreign language education across the country (Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

and Reporting Authority 2011; Australian Language and Literacy Council 1996; Liddicoat et al. 2007; 

Nicholas et al. 1994; Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group 2014). While the true extent of the 

problem is hidden behind a lack of comprehensive and accurate data, anecdotal evidence suggests 

that foreign language teachers in Australia are leaving the field prematurely more so than teachers of 

other disciplines (Australian Language and Literacy Council 1996; Rix 1999), and often for other areas 
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within the education system (de Kretser & Spence-Brown 2010; Mason 2010).  It has been suggested 

that language teachers are the ‘single most important controllable variable in successful language 

learning’ (p. 28) (Lo Bianco 2009 p. 28). Therefore, understanding why foreign language teachers 

prematurely leave the field is a crucial step in addressing the foreign language education crisis.  

Social capital is a well-established conceptual theory that has helped to explore a wide range of social 

phenomena (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman, 1988; Grootaert & van Bastelaer 2004; Keeley 2007; 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 2001, 2010; Putnam 2000; Putnam & 

Feldstein 2004). The important role of social capital can be seen in the professional standards 

discourse. One of the seven Australian Professional Standards for Teachers is an ability to ‘engage 

professionally with colleagues, parents/carers and the community’ (Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership 2011, p. 19). The Standards underpin the accreditation of teacher education 

programs, as well as the registration of teachers in each state. In addition, the Professional Standards 

for Accomplished Teaching of Languages and Cultures, which serve as a guide to assist foreign 

language teachers ‘to understand and develop their own practice’, advises teachers to become ‘part of 

a professional educational community and … establish professional relationships with other languages 

and cultures teachers, with teachers in other disciplines, with students, with parents and with school 

communities’ (Australian Federation of Modern Language Teachers Associations [AFMLTA], 2005, pp. 

2, 5). As such, social capital is seen by educational authorities as a vital tool that teachers need to have 

and to further develop as they progress through their careers and develop into professionals of a high 

standard. 

While the conceptualisations of social capital are as varied as its applications, there has been, until 

recently, little understanding of what elements of social capital are relevant to the issue of teacher 

attrition and retention. To fill this gap in knowledge, a recent study by the authors analysed the existing 

body of knowledge in Australia to identify the forms of social capital relevant to this specific context  
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(Mason & Poyatos Matas 2015). As a result of this study, a new conceptualisation of social capital was 

proposed, which encompasses five socially-bound elements, each of which are able to be cultivated 

and developed in order to facilitate teacher retention. These elements, which make up the definition of 

social capital for this study, are:  

1. Value of teachers and teaching, that is, the value that is given to teachers and education in 

schools and society  

2. Presence and quality of leadership, meaning active participation and support by those involved 

in the decision making processes that affect the daily work of teachers  

3. Quality of relationships with members of the school community, including colleagues, students, 

and parents and the wider community 

4. School culture, understood as the extent to which schools promote and act ‘on positive values, 

is inclusive of cultural diversity and fosters positive, caring and respectful relationships 

between all members of the school community’ (Noble 2014) 

5. Presence, quality, and nature of support, which can be formal or informal, school based or 

external, and employer-led or teacher-led. 

To move forward in our understanding of the role that social capital may play in foreign language 

teacher attrition, a mixed methods study was conducted with 227 participants, which tested the impact 

of these five factors. The study hypothesises that language teachers with higher levels of social capital 

will be more likely to stay, and conversely, those with lower levels of social capital will be more likely to 

leave. In order to examine this hypothesis, the following research questions were posed:  

1. What is the state of the social capital of language teachers in Queensland? 

2. Do statistical relationships exist between language teachers’ social capital, and their retention or 

attrition from the field of language teaching?  

3. If yes, how and why does social capital affect teachers’ decisions? 

http://safeschoolshub.edu.au/resources-and-help/Glossary#Respectful-relationships
http://safeschoolshub.edu.au/resources-and-help/Glossary#School-community
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Methods 

The study adopted a mixed methods, explanatory sequential design, with two phases, beginning with 

the collection and analysis of quantitative data through an online questionnaire, followed by the 

collection and analysis of qualitative data through semi-structured interviews (Driscoll et al. 2007). The 

interviews were conducted with selected participants to gather rich, personal data to help tell the 

subjective stories that lie beneath the numbers (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011; Kaplowitz 2000). 

Procedures 

After being granted approval to conduct research by the relevant educational authorities, invitations to 

participate in the study were sent via principals to all foreign language teachers in state, independent 

and catholic schools in Queensland during 2012 (except those in the Cairns Diocese of Catholic 

Education, where permission was not granted). During the year, information materials on the nature of 

the research project were developed and disseminated at teacher conferences, formal and informal 

meetings, in person as well as via social media, in an effort to potentially find ‘all possible cases that fit 

particular criteria using various methods’ (Neuman, 2011, p. 220), in this case being those currently 

teaching a foreign language in Queensland primary and secondary schools. The Modern Language 

Teachers’ Association of Queensland (MLTAQ) was also vital in assisting with promotion of the study. 

The MLTAQ is the largest and oldest network of foreign language teachers in Queensland, and is ‘the 

peak professional body representing teachers of Languages throughout the state’ (Modern Language 

Teachers’ Association of Queensland 2016). 

What made this study unique was that it also sought input from former foreign language teachers, 

enabling the testing of differences between those who have stayed in the field, and those who have not. 

For the purpose of this study, a former foreign language teacher was defined as a teacher who left 

voluntarily, for reasons other than retirement, with no intention of returning to teaching a foreign 

language in schools. It has been argued that a major barrier to attrition studies is the time and financial 
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cost of locating those who have already left (Lobo & Poyatos Matas 2010), as some may move 

interstate or overseas, and in some cases, particularly if the departure was unpleasant, may not be 

willing to discuss their experiences. This was also the experience of the researchers in this study, who 

had difficulties obtaining data on former teachers from educational authorities. Therefore, network 

sampling was adopted as part of the recruitment process, as it is considered to be one of the most 

appropriate and effective ways of recruiting hidden populations (Neuman 2011). Accordingly, all 

contact with current teachers included a request to pass on an invitation to be involved in the study, to 

any known former colleagues.  

Instruments  

The online questionnaire developed for the initial phase of the study was open for the duration of 2012. 

Through multiple choice and short-answer questions, data were collected about participants’ 

demographic, employment and workplace characteristics. The questionnaire included twelve Likert 

items which gathered data regarding the five elements of social capital (Table 3.4). In addition, data 

were also sought regarding participants’ membership of the MLTAQ and their involvement in generic or 

discipline-specific induction or mentoring programs. Open-ended questions to former teachers about 

the reasons for their departure also provided extra qualitative data.      

In the first phase of the study, foreign language teachers were classified into two groups: former and 

current teachers. The questionnaire data revealed more nuanced groupings, including seven types of 

current teachers, and three types of former teachers (Figure 3.10). Fifty-two per cent of questionnaire 

participants indicated a willingness to be further involved in the study. From these participants, one 

teacher who fit each of the ten identified categories was randomly selected to give their own personal 

and unique perspectives of the issues of concern to foreign language teachers as they navigate 

through, and make choices about, their careers. 
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Interviews took place during 2014. As the aim of the quantitative phase of the study was to elicit 

personal stories, teachers were posed a range of open-ended questions that began with the prompt, 

‘Tell me …’.   For example, participants were encouraged to ‘tell me the story of how you came to be a 

language teacher’, and ‘tell me what you enjoy about your job’. They were also guided to talk about 

issues concerning social capital by inviting them to ‘tell me a time when you had to seek support’, or 

‘tell me about your relationship with your colleagues’. The broad questions allowed teachers to tell their 

own narratives and voice professional issues relevant to them. Each interview lasted between 48 and 

92 minutes, and the length was driven by the participants themselves. 

Participants 

A total of 227 participants from the Australian state of Queensland completed the questionnaire, 

including 180 current foreign language teachers and 47 former foreign language teachers. The majority 

of participants were female (87%), native speakers of English (76%), who worked full -time (64%) in 

state schools (67%). 44% of participants taught solely within secondary schools, 38% solely in primary 

schools, with the remaining 19% teaching across both sectors. Collectively the participants taught 

seven different languages, including, in order of frequency, Japanese (41%), French (19%), German 

(16%), Italian, (9%), Indonesian (7%), and Chinese and Spanish (both 4%). The profile of the average 

current foreign language teacher emerged as a female teacher of Japanese, 40-44 years of age, 

permanently employed full-time in a state high school in an urban area of Queensland. The average 

former teacher had a similar profile, with an average of fourteen years of experience at the time of their 

departure.   

The interview participants in the second phase of the study were not chosen to be representative of the 

whole population, but rather to elicit stories and opinions from the different types of teachers identified 

during the first phase of the data collection. The ten participants, listed in Figure 3.10 along with their 

descriptors, included a mix of genders, languages, locations, employers and sectors.  
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Figure 3.10. Coding and categorisations of the ten interview participants in this study 

 

Data analysis and interpretation 

To investigate the state of foreign language teachers’ social capital, percentages, means and standard 

deviations of all variables were calculated, and where appropriate t-tests (for ordinal variables) and chi-

square tests (for categorical variables) were conducted to determine significant differences between 

the two groups under investigation: those who have stayed in the profession, and those who have not. 

Non-parametric tests were also conducted on Likert scale variables to determine any correlations with 

the dependent variable, as well as between the independent variables. Spearman's Rho correlation 

coefficient was selected in this case because it is suited to rank-order data, and because it gives ‘a 

clearer measure of the actual strength of the association by minimizing the influence of extreme values’ 

(Elliot & Woodward 2007, p. 193). For the purpose of comparability and consistency, the discussions of 

the findings focus on the corresponding p-scores for each type of analysis. In all cases, significance 

was at the p<0.05* level and the p<0.01** level (2-tailed).    

The qualitative data collected from the ten interviews were transcribed, reviewed and analysed 

according to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step process for thematic analysis. Themes that related to 

social capital were identified and further divided into positive, negative, and neutral mentions 

depending on their context in the conversation, with an aim ‘to discover patterns across individual 



 

210 
 

narrative interview texts or to explore what may create differences between people in their narrated 

experiences’ (Wertz et al. 2011, p. 227). 

 

Results  

The average scores of the twelve Likert items are shown in Table 3.4, in descending order of means for 

all participants. Eight of the twelve items included in the teacher questionnaires revealed significant 

differences in means between former and current teachers, reflecting ‘real’ differences rather than 

products of chance.  

 

Table 3.4. Means and standard deviations of responses to Likert items 

[N.B. This table has been added to the original publication] 

 All participants Current teachers Former teachers 

 Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

A. I generally have a good relationship with my students   4.4773 .63708 4.5257* .57553 4.2889 .81526 

B. I generally have a good relationship with parents/carers  4.1435 .77325 4.2035** .72498 3.9091 .91036 

C. I feel supported by my colleagues  3.9136 1.06706 3.9773** 1.06880 3.6591 1.03302 

D. I feel supported by my admin team  3.6000 1.23273 3.7143** 1.16391 3.1556 1.39733 

E. I am seen as a valued member of the school community  3.5297 1.14651 3.6185* 1.10185 3.1957 1.25821 

F. Languages is seen as an important part of the curriculum  2.8100 1.23586 2.9200** 1.22915 2.3913 1.18281 

G. I read the MLTAQ mailing list   3.3380 1.08334 3.4012 1.01831 3.0909 1.29072 

H. I meet informally with other language teachers  2.9589 .89502 2.9086 .90509 3.1591 .83369 

I. I attend other formal network meetings  2.5714 1.07828 2.5029 1.08169 2.8409 1.03302 

J. I respond to the MLTAQ mailing list emails  2.3551 1.05930 2.3471 1.02202 2.3864 1.20495 

K. I attend MLTAQ meetings  1.9346 1.14876 1.8023 1.09566 2.4762** 1.21451 

L. I attend MLTAQ conferences  1.8967 1.10259 1.7765 1.01907 2.3721** 1.29142 

** Significant at the p<0.05* level and the p<0.01** level (2-tailed) 
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Moreover, to investigate the strength and direction of these relationships, correlation coefficients were 

calculated for each item. The results of the analysis (See Table 3.5), showed a number of significant 

correlations, both with the dependent variable (chosen to stay or not) and between independent 

variables, showing a high level of interrelatedness. Differences were not seen between primary and 

secondary teachers, or between teachers of different languages, suggesting that issues relating to 

teacher attrition and retention are present across the spectrum of language teachers.  

Positive statistical correlations were found between retention and teachers being supported by their 

colleagues (rs=.153, p<.05), teachers being supported by their administrative teams (rs=.163, p<.05), 

teachers being seen as a valued member of the school community (rs=.137, p<.05), and languages 

being seen as an important part of the curriculum (rs=.175, p<.01). This means that as teachers’ 

agreement with these statements rose, so did the likelihood of retention. Two more items were 

correlated to retention, although in these cases they were negative. Thus, as teachers’ attendance at 

MLTAQ meetings (rs=-.225, p<.01) and MLTAQ conferences (rs=-.193, p<.01) increased in regularity, 

the likelihood of remaining in the field decreased, or in other words, they were more likely to leave. 

These findings were contrary to the study hypothesis, and indeed much of the literature regarding the 

role of professional associations. The authors’ interpretation of these unexpected findings is explained 

in the discussion section.   
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Table 3.5 

Correlations between responses to Likert items from current and former language teachers, n=227  

 Correlations 

Questionnaire items  Chosen to 

stay or not 

A B C D E F G H I J K L 

A. I generally have a good relationship with my students   .109 -            

B. I generally have a good relationship with parents/carers  .130 .632** -           

C. I feel supported by my colleagues  .153* .422** .492** -          

D. I feel supported by my admin team  .163* .331** .316** .629** -         

E. I am seen as a valued member of the school community  .137* .411** .458** .601** .597** -        

F. Languages is seen as an important part of the curriculum  .175** .366** .372** .527** .499** .669** -       

G. I read the MLTAQ mailing list   .083 -.003 -.012 .019 -.006 .021 .058 -      

H. I meet informally with other language teachers  -.108 .144* .151* .154* .066 .121 .101 .182** -     

I. I attend other formal network meetings  -.129 -.059 -.046 -.042 .015 .069 -.013 .185** .387** -    

J. I respond to the MLTAQ mailing list emails  -.011 .004 .030 -.033 -.030 .083 .054 .606** .197** .252** -   

K. I attend MLTAQ meetings  -.225** -.125 -.018 -.033 -.088 .062 .091 .287** .157* .316** .372** -  

L. I attend MLTAQ conferences  -.193** -.025 .031 -.075 .014 .046 .079 .292** .104 .293** .443** .622** - 

Note. Items A-F ranked on a 5-point scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Items G-L ranked on a 4-point scale from never (1) to often (4) 

*p<.05, two-tailed. **p<0.01, two-tailed.
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Additional questions were also posed to teachers to determine further aspects of their social capital, 

and the responses to these questions are shown in Table 3.6.  No significant differences were found 

between former and current teachers’ responses to these questions. Responses to the open-ended 

questions posed to former teachers are shown in Table 3.7, and showed that a lack of social capital, in 

particular a lack of value and support, is highly influential in teachers’ decisions to leave foreign 

language teaching.  

The results of the thematic content analysis of the qualitative interview data are shown in Table 3.8. 

The analysis uncovered six themes relating to social capital, with a total of 144 mentions across the ten 

interviews.  The most commonly mentioned theme was that of collegial relationships and support, which 

had an almost equal number of positive and negative mentions. The theme with the most negative 

mentions was that of value and belonging. A selection of quotes is presented in the discussion section 

of the paper, to help contextualise and explain the results of the data analyses.  

 

Table 3.6  

Categorical social capital factors 

 All teachers Current 

Teachers  

Former 

Teachers 

% of participants who engaged in induction or mentor program  38.0 41.4 26.1 

% of participants who engaged in an foreign language induction or 

mentor program 

15.4 14.2 19.6 

% of participants who were financial members of the MLTAQ  72.1 69.7 72.1 

 

Discussions 

The quantitative and qualitative findings have shown that social capital has a significant impact on 

foreign language teachers’ career movements as well as their ability to develop professionally, as 

expected of them by their professional bodies (Australian Federation of Modern Language Teachers 
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Associations 2005; Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 2011). Specifically, the 

analysis and interpretation of the data has led to six key findings. These findings are presented in this 

section, in light of the statistical evidence, and complemented with personal stories from the viewpoints 

of teachers themselves. The findings are also linked to the existing body of knowledge and the social 

capital conceptual framework used to interpret the analysis of the data. The implications for 

stakeholders are also outlined. 

 

Table 3.7 

Analysis of responses from former foreign language teachers to open-ended questions (n=47) 

What were the reasons for your departure  

from the field? 

What, if anything, would have ensured your 

continuation? 

Theme n Theme n 

Lack of support 

Working conditions 

Lack of value 

Administrative decisions about program 

Classroom and behaviour management 

issues 

Lack of job satisfaction 

Toxic principal  

Lack of proficiency  

Unhappy workplace 

Low student interest 

‘Unbearable’ students and parents 

Itinerancy 

Stress 

Frustration 

9 

8 

6 

6 

3 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Support 

Value, respect, appreciation 

Better job opportunities 

Improved work conditions 

Nothing 

Opportunities for professional development 

More confidence in ability 

Autonomy 

Increased salary 

Removal of proficiency exam 

Less isolation as an itinerant teacher  

Opportunities for promotion  

Better HR management 

10 

10 

7 

4 

4 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 
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Table 3.8 

Social capital themes and mentions from interviews with ten foreign language teachers 

 # of positive 

mentions 

# of neutral 

mentions 

# of negative 

mentions 

Total # of 

mentions 

Collegial relationships and support 22 4 20 46 

Value and belonging 10 0 35 45 

Administrative r’ships and support 7 1 13 21 

Student relationships 8 1 8 17 

External networks of teachers 9 0 0 9 

Community r’ships and support 1 0 2 3 

Totals 57 6 78 141 

 

Finding 1: Foreign language teachers and foreign language education are not highly valued in schools or 

in the wider Australian society, and this lack of value plays a significant role in teacher attrition. The lack 

of professional and societal value toward teachers has been identified as one of the factors contributing 

to the attrition of teachers in Australia (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd 2012; Buchanan 2009; Fetherston & 

Lummis 2012; Howes & Goodman-Delahunty 2014; Zhang & Gong 2014). However, the problem for 

foreign language teachers is arguably compounded by the low level of prestige of their discipline in the 

curriculum (Lo Bianco 2009; Zhang & Gong 2014).This study supports the findings of previous studies 

that have linked the existing lack of value for foreign language teachers with career attrition in a number 

of English-speaking countries (Mason 2010; Swanson & Huff 2010; Wilkerson 2000). 

In this study 58% of teachers (127/219) believed that they were seen as an important member of the 

school community, while only 35% (78/221) believed that foreign languages were seen as an important  

part of the curriculum. A significant correlation was found between these perceptions and teacher 

attrition. Complementing this data is the prominence of value in former teachers’ decisions to leave the 

field, as well as teachers’ interviews, which were sprinkled with phrases like ‘just a language teacher’ 

and ‘not a real teacher’. It can be argued that this low sense of value can result in a low sense of 



 

216 
 

professional identity, which has been linked to teacher attrition in a number of international studies 

(Hochstetler 2011; Hong 2010; Schaefer 2013). Low levels of value were particularly expressed by the 

primary school teacher interviewees, who often felt they did not have the same level of value as 

classroom teachers. Some saw that their role was relegated to babysitter; someone who merely 

provided the classroom teachers with their allocated planning time (Mason 2015). The role of foreign 

language education in schools as felt by many foreign language teachers can be summed up in this 

quote: 

I don’t see that it’s valued. I see it as its part of the curriculum, and it has to be there. 

That’s how I see it. It’s valued for, when the school puts on a concert the school always 

likes me to prepare a couple of items in [the target language], so that it looks good, and the 

kids have fun. But no, I don’t think it’s of great value I think it’s part of the curriculum so 

they have to do it (I7: CT: at-risk teacher). 

The key implication of this finding is that foreign language teachers need to be in workplaces where 

they are valued for their contribution to students’ academic and social development. To be valued is a 

basic human need. Workplaces who value their employees are rewarded with workers who are 

generally happier, healthier, more motivated and more productive (American Psychological Association 

2012). Without providing workplace environments that are conducive to all teachers feeling valued, 

stakeholders are at risk of pushing teachers away from the field, as teachers seek to find alternative 

employment to fill this void. 

Finding 2: A lack of supportive leadership also contributes to foreign language teacher attrition.  

Strong leadership has been shown to play a role in social capital development (Minckler 2014) and in 

teacher retention (Boyd et al. 2011; Williams 2004). This study supports these findings, with lower 

levels of support from administrative teams being correlated to attrition. In this study, 20% of 

participants (43/220) were unsatisfied with the support they receive from their administration, showing 
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higher levels of dissatisfaction compared to their levels of dissatisfaction with students, colleagues and 

the wider community. In the interview data, 13 of the 21 mentions of administrative leadership were 

negative, and these negative mentions were mostly aligned to a lack of understanding about the role of 

foreign language education and a lack of support for foreign languages in schools. Finally, responses to 

the open-ended questions from former teachers showed not only that leadership is an important issue 

for teachers (Table 3.7), but also that it can be seen as a contentious issue, as  it revealed some of the 

most emotive responses of the study, as shown in Table 3.9.  

The voices of the former teachers themselves, and the statistical findings of this study, make a strong 

case for supportive leadership of foreign language in schools. Indeed, the AFMLTA’s Professional 

Standards state that ‘accomplished language teaching can only occur in an appropriate and supportive 

context’ (AFMLTA, 2005, p. 2). The leadership of individual schools is reflected in the decisions made 

about the foreign language program, and to what extent the subject, and its teachers, are supported 

and integrated into the school. Strong leadership fosters the development of relationships, teacher 

morale, and a positive school culture. When this is missing in a school, it is likely that foreign language 

teachers will soon follow. 

Finding 3: Being connected to schools, and particularly to teaching colleagues and 

administrations, is also important in the facilitation of foreign language teacher retention. Strong 

relationships with members of the school community have been identified as an important factor for 

retaining teachers in studies both in Australia (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Buchanan, 2009; Boylan & 

McSwan 1998; Fetherston & Lummis 2012; Mason 2010) and internationally (Williams 2004; Cancio et 

al. 2013; Kolbe 2014). The quantitative results of this study support these findings, in particular they 

show a statistical correlation between unsupportive relationships that some foreign language teachers 

have with their colleagues, and their premature departure from the profession. 
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The voices of the former teachers themselves, and the statistical findings of this study, make a strong 

case for supportive leadership of foreign language in schools. Indeed, the AFMLTA (2005) Professional 

Standards state that ‘accomplished language teaching can only occur in an appropriate and supportive 

context’ (p. 2). The leadership of individual schools is reflected in the decisions made about the foreign 

language program, and to what extent the subject, and its teachers, are supported and integrated into 

the school. Strong leadership fosters the development of relationships, teacher morale, and a positive 

school culture. When this is missing in a school, it is likely that foreign language teachers will soon 

follow.     

 

Table 3.9  

Specific mentions of leadership in open-ended questions asked of former teachers (n=47)  

What are the reasons for your departure from the field? What would have ensured your continuation in the field? 

*Fed up with lack of support from Principal/admin 

*Discouraged by administration actions to sideline          

language study 

*Lack of support by superiors 

*Principal had worst people management skills known to 

man or woman 

*Principal and admin which classified all LOTE 

[Languages Other Than English] teachers as a waste of 

space 

*60 staff left my school in 2.5 years, thanks for [sic] the 

headmaster. I was one of the 60.  

* [governing body] lack of support  

*No interest or demand from admin/principal or head 

office 

*More administration support 

*Greater support from admin 

*A school principal and staff who valued LOTE just a 

tiny bit 

*A supportive administration that could have helped me 

through the stress 

*Kill the headmaster 

*Support from [governing body] 

*Emphasis given further up the chain [to foreign 

language] 

*More understanding and supportive principals 
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Deeper analyses of the qualitative data revealed that positive mentions concerning workplace 

relationships tended to be aligned with stories of mutual understanding and respect. The sources of 

negativity, however, differed for each type of relationship.  As already discussed, a lack of support for 

and understanding of the role of foreign language education inhibited the development of relationships 

with administrative leadership. For relationships with colleagues, difficulties commonly arose as a result 

of a misalignment of expectations about the role and responsibility for the education and management 

of their mutual students, as evidenced in this quote:  

When you’re going into 13 different classes, there’s bound to be some personality conflicts 

and philosophical conflicts. There was one teacher who would stay in the room and if a 

student was what she considered to be misbehaving, she’d yell at the student, even 

though it was my class but she’d want to run things her way, she yelled at a student about 

respecting me and she probably did it with the best of intentions but it really undermined 

my authority (I4: CT: transfer teacher). 

All ten interview participants, despite their different teaching contexts, made at least one reference to 

feelings of a lack of connectedness or belonging to their school.  This comment reflects the struggle felt 

by one former teacher, and in this case was cited independently by the participant as one of the factors 

that led to his ultimate departure from the field: 

I never felt I was truly a part of the school community. I’d be forgotten from lists, PD 

[Professional Development] wouldn’t be arranged for me on pupil-free days, just little 

things, but it all relayed to me that I wasn’t an important part of the school (I10: FT: 

outward mover) 

The best outcomes occur when teachers work together (Pil & Leana 2009). Therefore, space 

should be given to foreign language teachers to build relationships with other members of their 

school communities, to encourage professional growth and mutual support, particularly when 
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facing career challenges. If foreign language teachers do not receive adequate professional 

support from their school community, they are much more likely to leave their discipline area, and 

put further pressure on foreign language teacher supply across the state. 

Finding 4: The culture of many schools is such that it is not supportive or inclusive of foreign 

language education, and as a result teachers can experience challenges in developing their 

social capital. Numerous reports over the past few decades have highlighted the alienation that many 

foreign language teachers experience in Australia while trying to integrate into their school communities 

(Australian Council of State School Organisations 2007; Blatchford et al. 2011; Lo Bianco et al. 1999; 

Lo Bianco 2009; Nicholas et al. 1994;). In this paper, a lack of value for foreign language education, a 

lack of leadership, and a lack of strong relationships in schools are all elements that can contribute to a 

negative school culture that is neither supportive nor inclusive of foreign language education or its 

teachers.  

The culture of a school influences the decisions about how foreign language programs are delivered 

and to what extent they are supported.  Quantitative data from the ten interview participants and the 47 

former teachers (coded as FT1, FT2, etc.) gave a glimpse into these negative school cultures. The 

anecdotes included a teacher who had their budget allocation spent in other parts of the school without 

their knowledge (FT35), and another teacher worried about the future of a class set of tablet devices 

which she received after applying for a grant, and were being taken by other teachers (I7). Other 

teachers had their programs cut or reduced despite initial success (FT6, FT16, FT46, I4), while others 

still had issues with their workload and allocated planning time (FT16, FT18, FT35, FT43). 

Indeed, many of the participants in this study worked under arguably intense conditions. They were 

responsible for the foreign language education of between ten and 650 students, with an average of 

approximately 170 students for current teachers, and approximately 190 students for former teachers. 

Weekly class schedules were highly varied and so determining an average was all but impossible. 



 

221 
 

Foreign language lessons varied from 30 minutes to 210 minutes a week, with a range of lesson 

breakdowns. Some schools delivered programs that ran for only one semester (approximately 20 

weeks) or one term (approximately 10 weeks) of the academic year, even in the compulsory years of 

foreign language education. 

In light of this finding, further analyses were conducted to determine any statistical relationship between 

these working conditions and teachers’ social capital. As shown in Table 3.10, several negative 

correlations were shown. Specifically, as the number of students increased, teachers' relationships with 

students and the wider community decreased. Moreover, as the number of schools increased, 

relationships with colleagues, students and the wider community also decreased. Parallels can be 

drawn from studies investigating the effects of class size, with students in larger classes receiving less 

individual attention and fewer interactions with the teacher, and thus have more difficulties developing 

relationships (Blatchford, Bassett, & Brown 2011).  

 

Table 3.10 

Correlations with working conditions and workplace relationships 

 Administrative 

support 

Collegial support Student 

relationships 

Community 

relationships 

Number of students 

Number of schools 

.028 

-.020 

-.095 

-.172* 

-.140* 

-.163* 

-.158* 

-.269** 

*p<0.05, two-tailed. **p<0.01, two-tailed. 

 

Intensification of teachers’ roles has been of concern in recent times (Australian Education Union 2014; 

Wilson 2015; Zipin & White 2002). For foreign language teachers, particularly those in primary schools, 

intense working conditions are nothing new, with a government report into the state of foreign language 

education concluding that the intense nature of many teachers’ roles posed ‘problems for the overall 
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quality of language teaching in Australia, but also has an impact on issues of teacher supply and 

retention which cannot be ignored in the policy context’ (Liddicoat et al. 2007, p. 117). 

In analysing the interview data, seven out of the eight negative mentions of student relationships were 

related to a lack of time to develop relationships with students, as opposed to the one mention that 

related to the students themselves. Working with large numbers of students for short periods of time, 

sometimes working across multiple schools, means that it can be challenging for foreign language 

teachers to develop relationships with their students. The heightened difficulties for foreign language 

teachers compared to mainstream classroom teachers were highlighted by one interviewee, who had 

moved to foreign language teaching after a long career in mainstream education:   

You have to develop a rapport with three- or four hundred students … When you are a 

classroom teacher you develop a rapport with a group of 28 students. And once you’ve 

done that after the first week or so, they’re working with you. Whereas, when you are a 

language teacher, that aspect is much more difficult because you only see these students 

at short bursts of half an hour or an hour or 40 minutes, so you’ve got to work really hard to 

develop a relationship with individual kids in a short space of time (I6: CT: latecomer) 

While the number of students or schools a teacher engages with is generally not under the control of 

the teachers themselves, it is determined by state and school policies about how foreign languages are 

delivered. Overall, the findings of this study confirm the difficulties many foreign language teachers 

experience in Australia to become integrated members of their school communities, and reveals that 

the structure and delivery of foreign language education is not conducive to the development of 

teachers’ social capital.  Administrators and employees need to recognise the complex nature of foreign 

language education, and work to build more positive school cultures and equitable working conditions 

for teachers. Neglecting to address these problems compromises foreign language teachers’ access to 

social capital, which in turn plays a vital role in teacher retention, as well as their professional growth.  
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Finding 5: The lack of formal and informal support for foreign language teachers within schools 

has led many to proactively seek and create their own opportunities to connect professionally 

with their peers. Support structures and procedures in schools to allow for the building of relationships 

were rare for the teachers in this study, with only around 15% of participants (32/227) engaged in an 

induction or mentoring program that was designed for their specific role as foreign language teachers, 

rather than a generic program for teachers of any discipline. Considering the evidence which shows 

that programs that are specific to the needs of foreign language teachers are more effective than 

generic programs (Brown 2001; Ewart 2009; Kissau & King 2015; Wilkerson 2000), more effort is 

needed to develop and implement programs that are specifically designed for foreign language 

teachers. 

During the interviews three participants spoke of mentors within their schools who helped them in their 

jobs, but in all cases the support provided was informal and the relationships were instigated by the 

teachers themselves. While two teachers praised regional-based support that had been available to 

them in the past, they lamented the fact that this support was lost as a result of budget cuts: 

… at one point there were language advisors and regional coordinators who did that 

(supported foreign language teachers) according to their capacities to do it … but I’ve seen 

an awful lot of  people start doing what I do and left doing what they do or getting out of it 

as quick as they could, because they were just dumped and left (I5: CT: all-rounder) 

As is the case for the wider population of foreign language teachers across the world, many teachers in 

this study were the sole teacher within their disciple (Bulgrin 2007). Around 45% of current teacher 

participants (77/173) were the only foreign language teacher in their school at the time of data 

collection, and a further 20% (33/173) were one of two foreign language teachers. This shows that 

many teachers were professionally disconnected from a space that could potentially provide discipline-

specific support from other foreign language teachers in their schools, making it more difficult to 
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develop into accomplished professionals. As such, professional associations can provide ‘empowering 

spaces’ for foreign language teachers (Lamb 2012). The importance of connecting professionally and 

socially with other teachers in the same discipline area seems to be recognised by teachers 

associations in Europe (Lamb 2012). In this study, almost 70% of respondents to the questionnaire 

were current members of the MLTAQ. In 2014 the membership of the MLTAQ was approximately 680 

(H. Best, personal communication, May 27, 2014). In the same year, the membership of the English 

Teachers Association of Queensland (2015) was around 400. Although the exact number of English 

teachers was not available, due to the heavy focus of first language literacy in all years of schooling, 

English teachers constitute a much larger population than foreign language teachers. The larger 

membership of the MLTAQ shows that foreign language teachers feel a need to seek connections with 

other foreign language teachers more so than other teachers, possibly as a result of their socio-

professional isolation. 

While interview participants made only nine mentions of external networks with other foreign language 

teachers, they were all positive in nature. Comments were made about the supportive role of the 

MLTAQ, of other networks of foreign language teachers, and of online connections. This poignant 

advice was given to teachers, during an interview with a participant with over 25 years of experience: 

That would be a huge secret I think (to my longevity in the field), teachers that burn out 

and leave are the ones who never make connections, with their own staff and … it’s very 

rare that primary schools have more than one language teacher … they’ve got to make 

connections in their network, even if it’s just an email, they’ve just got to be part of a 

larger community (I1: CT: experienced teacher). 

Foreign language teachers in this sample felt the need to connect with each other to overcome their 

professional isolation, and this is seen across the foreign language teaching population worldwide 

(Lamb 2012). In a study of these very networks, Endicott (2011) showed the effectiveness of grass-
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roots, teacher-led networks of foreign language teachers in providing support and opportunities for 

Queensland teachers to develop professionally at a time of curriculum change. Many of these networks 

were a response to the lack of professional development opportunities that were available to them that 

catered to their specific needs. An example of a currently active network of foreign language teachers is 

the Central Queensland Language Teachers Network, which has over 70 members in regional 

Queensland. Members meet based on their needs, with some joining meetings virtually due to their 

remote location. The importance of this network in providing support and professional development for 

teachers was recognised by the regional department of education, which for several years provided 

funding to employ the network coordinator for two days a week to strengthen the network, although that 

funding has since been cut (J. Aaron, personal communication, Aug 17, 2015).   

Bourdieu (1986) sees social space as multidimensional, and this is seen in the various methods that 

foreign language teachers harness to connect with their peers. The results of the study indicated a 

higher likelihood of connections occurring in online and informal spaces rather than at formal 

conferences and meetings (Table 3.5). At the time of data collection the MLTAQ mailing list was one of 

the most active online environments for foreign language teacher communication in Queensland. 

Almost 20% (n=8) of former teachers in this study responded ‘not applicable’ to questions regarding the 

mailing list, most likely as they left the field before the emergence of social media. The recent 

proliferation of social media platforms, and a growing recognition of social media as an effective tool for 

professional development (McCulloch et al. 2011), means that further investigation is needed to better 

understand if and how social networking can best be harnessed to provide support for teachers and to 

improve teacher retention. 

Finding 6: Active engagement in formal and informal support outside of schools can be used as 

a ladder to improved career opportunities. The findings in this study show that teachers with strong 

social connections with other foreign language teachers, formed through attendance at MLTAQ 

meetings and conferences, are more likely to leave the field. This is contrary to much of the research in 
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the field which suggests that strong relationships aide in retention (Waddell 2010). It is possible that for 

those who moved out of foreign language teaching, strong social capital assisted in their transition 

away from teaching, providing them with social networks that have been shown to be powerful agents 

in the job market (Gayen et al. 2010; Haynes et al. 2014). This is supported by the fact that 67.4% of 

former teachers (31/47) had moved into other jobs within the education field.  This double-edged sword 

of strong social capital was also shown in a study of 99 US teachers, whereby those who moved into 

promotional positions within the education system were those with larger and more diverse social 

networks (Thomas 2007). Another possible explanation is the use of network sampling to locate former 

teachers. The very nature of network sampling is such that those who have, or had, strong social 

relationships with their peers are those who are more likely to be reached. As such, teachers who left 

due to professional isolation and lack of strong relationships with other foreign language teachers would 

have been, by definition, more difficult to locate. This is acknowledged as a limitation of this study and 

thus there is a need to conduct further studies with larger samples of former foreign language teachers 

to strengthen the reliability of this finding.  

 

Limitations and future directions 

There are several limitations to this study in regards to the sampling of the participants. The sample 

includes a wide breadth of teachers from different contexts, and is double the size of the average 

teacher attrition study in Australia (Mason & Poyatos Matas 2015). Nevertheless, without baseline data 

on foreign language teachers (Australian Language and Literacy Council 1996; Liddicoat et al. 2007), 

and without a probability method of sample selection, the study provides important insights, but it is with 

caution that generalisations are made about the wider population (Traugott et al. 2004). Secondly, the 

methods for recruitment and voluntary nature of the study means that the sample may be skewed 

toward those who have strong opinions about the issues under discussion, those who are members of 
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the MLTAQ, and former teachers who continue to have connections with other foreign language 

teachers.  

The questionnaire design brought both benefits and weaknesses to the study. Due to the size of the 

state of Queensland, which covers approximately 1,700,000km² (Geoscience 2015), online delivery 

allowed access to teachers across all areas of the state, in this way reaching rural and remote areas, 

without the usual time and financial constraints. The self-reporting nature of the data collection tools, 

potentially allowed for social desirability bias, a phenomenon where ‘respondents believe there are 

norms defining desirable attitudes and behaviours, and that they are concerned enough about these 

norms to distort their answers to avoid presenting themselves in an unfavorable light’ (Tourangeau et al. 

2000, p. 257). Emphasising the need for honesty and ensuring confidentiality were efforts made to try 

to reduce this bias (Nancarrow & Brace 2000). 

Moving forward, large-scale, longitudinal studies of foreign language teachers beginning in their pre-

service education and into their careers are needed to allow researchers to follow teachers as 

decisions are made about their careers, and to determine accurate rates of attrition. Studies of the 

social capital of foreign language teachers in other states and countries are important to determine if 

the findings of this study are replicated in other contexts. Areas that require more rigorous investigation 

include the role of discipline-specific support programs, and emerging online support structures.  

 

Conclusions 

Overall, the evidence documented, quantitative and qualitative, statistical and anecdotal, showed 

clearly the vital role that social capital plays in the career paths of the participants. In particular, the 

perceived lack of value for foreign language teachers and foreign language education in schools, the 

poor leadership experience, and negative school cultures were reported by many teachers as having a 

major negative impact in their careers, as they translated into poorly resourced language education 
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programs and intense working conditions in schools. This in term affected the quality of the 

relationships that the language teachers could establish with members of their school communit ies. 

Moreover, the presence, quality, and nature of support that teachers received was generally reported 

as being low. As a result, many foreign language teachers are disadvantaged professionally as they are 

unable to develop enough social capital to maintain the Australian professional standards expected of 

them, and to sustain them in their jobs. The study also found that the low social capital in schools has 

led foreign language teachers to proactively seek and create their own networking opportunities outside 

of their own workplaces to find the social connections they need. In what might be seen as a double-

edged sword, these professional connections have been utilised as ladders to positions outside of 

foreign language teaching, often within the education system, where teachers seek strengthened social 

capital to fulfil their professional needs. As such, the five elements researched impacted on the ways in 

which the participants were able to develop their professional social capital and, as a result their 

willingness to stay or leave their jobs as language teachers.  

Foreign language teachers themselves are making efforts to build their social capital in an effort to 

sustain their careers and to develop professionally. However, educational employers and school 

leaders must facilitate inclusive, supportive and positive workplaces where professional relationships 

are fostered with all members of the school community, and where all teachers and disciplines are 

treated fairly and equitably. To be afforded time and space to connect with colleagues and to be valued 

for one’s contribution are simple requests. Due to the longstanding lack of support for language 

education at the grass-roots level in Australia, making sustainable changes to the language teacher 

attrition problem requires higher level policy decisions which reflect a real value for language education. 

This involves the development and assessment of substantive education policies which are serious 

about supporting language teaching quality, and supporting language teachers to make it happen. 

Otherwise, language teachers will continue to leave a teaching field that cannot afford to lose them.  
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3.4 Reflective phase of the research study 

3.4.1. Research findings and discussions: Navigating the terrain  

During the journey, I travelled roads that I was vaguely familiar with, as well as roads that were 

completely new. I faced numerous obstacles along the way. Oftentimes I would need to stop, get out, 

assess the situation, and consult an expert before moving forward. This part of the reflection is about 

how I tried to navigate the bumpy terrain that I encountered along the research journey. 

One hurdle that stood in my way was quantitative analysis. I knew from the beginning that the 

quantitative side of the study would prove to be a challenge for me. I have always had some degree of 

confidence in the written word, but mathematics was never my thing. I also realised, however, that the 

complex problem deserved investigation using all available methods, and that it would be important for 

my professional development to get out of my comfort zone. To help build my skills, I spent many hours 

reading textbooks and watching video tutorials, looking at different types of data, carrying out different 

types of analyses and selecting the right one, and using SPSS statistical software.  

However, this was not enough to provide me with assurance that my understanding was correct, that I 

chose the correct analyses and carried them out properly, and that I correctly interpreted the results. 

This was reflected in early drafts of a paper reporting on the empirical findings, where I had attempted 

to present both quantitative and qualitative data results. The main problem was that the paper was 

presented as a qualitative paper, and the rigour of the quantitative findings was not being illustrated. My 

reluctance to bring the quantitative findings to the forefront was due to the lack of confidence in my data 

analyses and interpretations. Taking the advice of one of my supervisors, I sought the support of a 

statistician available through Griffith University. In doing this, I was able to go through my data coding, 

choices of analysis, and interpretations of the outputs with an expert, and she was able to reassure me 

when my understanding was correct, and point me in the right direction when it was not. This invaluable 

support and this reassurance led me to a turning point in my journey where I felt much more confident 
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in reporting the quantitative data analysis procedures and results. Subsequent drafts of the paper 

looked much more like the quantitative papers I had read earlier in my candidature, which had seemed 

so foreign to me in the beginning. The fact that the paper, in its third life, was accepted for publication 

with only minor amendments was a boost to my confidence.   

Navigating the publication process was a new challenge, and there was much more to be learnt than 

just academic writing. Publishing is fraught with politics (Lawrence, 2003), and budding researchers 

need to consider a range of issues when selecting a journal to submit their work. Understanding the 

scope of the journal, as well as the readership, is important; I learnt to spend time reading through 

recent papers, getting the feel for a journal and the types of papers it publishes, before deciding to 

submit my own paper. I also looked into impact ratings, indexing, rejection rates, and turnover times, to 

find a reasonably reputable journal where my work stood a reasonable chance of being published in a 

reasonable length of time. In one unfortunate case, I waited twelve months to hear a response from a 

non-indexed, national journal, which cites a three-month turnaround, only to be rejected in the end. This 

was extremely frustrating as I was working to a deadline for the completion of my thesis. For 

researchers under pressure to publish, long turnaround times can cause frustration. While delays are 

often necessary to ensure quality of the review, there has been opposition from some quarters of the 

scholar community about increasingly long delays (Powell, 2016). In engaging with the publication 

process, I was involved in both double-blind and single-blind reviews. A recent approach is the open 

peer review, which is hoped to create a more collaborative approach to reviewing, and whose 

transparency might “prevent unnecessary delays or burdensome revision requests from reviewers” 

(Powell, 2016, para. 29). 

One side effect of the publish-or-perish culture of academia is the recent proliferation of predatory 

publishers, who aim “to generate profits rather than promote academic scholarship” (Stratford, 2012, p. 

4). In July 2015, I received an email from the editor of a journal who had apparently read my recently 
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published paper and said they could tell from my work that I was an expert in the field, or words to that 

effect. The title of the journal did not suggest that it would be appropriate for my field, but the email 

invited me to submit a paper. I visited the website of the journal and the publisher, and was a little 

concerned to see poor English grammar and spelling, promises of a fast peer review to get published in 

one of their twelve annual issues, and prominent information about the costs to authors. After a quick 

investigation, my scepticism was validated when I found the publisher’s name in a list of suspected 

predatory publishers (Beall, 2016). Researchers are often under intense pressure to publish. This is 

one of the hurdles of academia that I have had to learn to avoid. However, the unsolicited emails 

continue. While they are becoming an annoyance, in some ways I feel it is a marker that I have become 

a real researcher. 

Several challenges presented themselves toward the end of the thesis, and were unique to the thesis 

with publications approach. First was the fact that my research journey did not follow the neat and 

linear path that appeared in every scholarly paper and thesis document that informed my study. My 

research developed as I gained new knowledge, acquired conceptual understandings, developed new 

skills, and had my research scrutinised by journal editors and anonymous reviewers. Along the way, 

many aspects of my study changed – its scope, the conceptual framework, and even the title. Had I 

completed a traditional thesis, where my work is not presented until the end of the journey, I may have 

been able to smooth over the bumps. However, because my earlier work had been set ‘in concrete’ in 

early publications, the real journey became transparent to the research community. I have since come 

to learn, with much reassurance from my supervisors and colleagues, that the research process is 

messy, and that this messiness is normal and often necessary. I was heartened to read these words in 

print: “the unabashedly messy aspects of the research process are often hidden from published view” 

(Clark, Brody, Dillon, & Heimlich, 2007, p. 110). Revealing these hidden aspects in this thesis has been 

difficult, because revealing mistakes and imperfections can make one feel deeply vulnerable.  
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Another challenge that arose as the final thesis was coming together was working out how to best 

structure it. There was a desire to keep it as close as possible to a traditional thesis, so that it would be 

familiar to assessors and readers. But the unique nature of completing a thesis with publications meant 

that, as I tried to press my narrative into a traditional five-chapter mould, it did not flow as smoothly as I 

wanted it to. There was little advice available in the literature about how to structure a thesis with 

publications. Many of the current theses with publications I read came from the sciences and were 

presented as a series of papers with no discernible narrative linking them together, which is integral in 

the social sciences. In my own case, there was much trial and error, and the final structure came 

together only in the final few months of the candidature. Although this caused a lot of panic, I believe 

that, with the support of my supervisors and the advice of colleagues and an experienced editor, I have 

been able to create a flowing thesis, where the papers are integrated into the narrative to create a 

single coherent body of work. I hope I have provided a model for one potential way in which a doctoral 

thesis with publications might be presented, thus assisting others who might be struggling with a similar 

challenge. 
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Chapter 4 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This thesis with publications has been presented as a journey consisting of three interconnected 

phases. Each phase included the development and implementation of a study or studies that made 

their own contributions to the knowledge body. First, there were the theoretical findings that were borne 

out of the four content analysis studies presented in Chapter 2: Conceptual Phase of the Study. Second, 

there were the findings of the mixed-methods empirical study, presented in Chapter 3: Empirical Phase 

of the Study. Third, there were reflective findings that were borne out of an ongoing personal narrative 

inquiry, presented throughout the thesis, which aimed to document and understand the research 

process. This chapter begins with an overview and summary of the findings of each phase of the study. 

The implications for language education and for doctoral study are discussed next, and 

recommendations for future research are made. The chapter, and therefore the thesis, ends with a final 

reflection on the entire research journey. 

 

4.2 Overview and summary of findings 

4.2.1 Conceptual findings 

The conceptual phase of the study included four papers that, apart from informing the empirical phase 

of the study, also made contributions to knowledge in their own right. The content analysis of language 

education policy, and of media attention regarding language teacher supply, found that in both cases, in 

Australia, language teacher supply was a concern that was regularly raised but rarely addressed in 

more than a cursory way. The international scope of the media analysis revealed that this was also the 

case in New Zealand, the United States and the United Kingdom. However, an interesting finding was 

that while Canada is also experiencing a chronic shortage of language teachers, the media discourse in 
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that country tended to be more in-depth, and more action in addressing the problem was reported. This 

difference was interpreted as a result of the different drivers of language education reform, which in 

Canada largely comes from grass-roots support from parent groups and local communities, in contrast 

with the top-down political and economic agenda seen in Australia and elsewhere.  

Papers Three and Four reported on content analyses of current and relevant research – one related to 

teacher attrition and retention in Australia, the other one dealing with the specific case of language 

teacher attrition and retention in six English-speaking countries. These reviews found a range of factors 

and variables that influence teachers’ career decisions. While some of the issues facing language 

teachers overlap with those faced by all teachers, there are a number of challenges that are unique and 

specific to language teachers, most notably the lack of support and value for language education in 

schools.  

A considerable contribution of this phase of the study was the development of a new theoretical model 

that, for the first time, brought together and organised the current knowledge in the field of teacher 

attrition and retention. The framework provides an analytical tool that can help understand the different 

elements influencing teachers’ career decisions, and also acts as a tool to push the research agenda 

forward, encouraging further investigation of the problem in a holistic way.   

4.2.2 Empirical findings 

The empirical study conducted for this thesis attempted to investigate the hypothesis that language 

teachers with higher levels of social capital are more likely to stay in the field, and that language 

teachers with lower levels of social capital would be more likely to leave prematurely. The research 

hypothesis was not completely accepted, although it was not completely rejected either. The idea that 

teachers with lower levels of social capital are more likely to leave the field was supported by the 

findings of this study. However, the case for teachers with high levels of social capital was not so clear, 

as will be shown in the following discussion.  
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In regards to the state of social capital of language teachers in Queensland, the descriptive analyses of 

the quantitative data showed a great deal of variation from one language teacher to the next. Some 

teachers have a high level of social capital: they have strong relationships with their school 

communities, are supported by mentors and leaders, and work in positive and supportive school 

cultures where they feel a sense of value and belonging. Others are floundering with little support, are 

disconnected from their school communities and working in negative environments, where they feel 

isolated and unvalued. The lack of value afforded both to them and to their subject area triggered levels 

of dissatisfaction that were among the highest displayed by the participants. Lack of value for the 

teaching profession in general is a problem across the world (OECD, 2013). Magnifying the problem in 

the case of language teachers is the low position of languages other than English in the well-

established curriculum hierarchy (Robinson & Aronica, 2009). This has led to intense challenges for 

some language teachers, some of whom move into other subject areas, leaving language teaching, but 

not the teaching profession itself. 

Social capital has its roots in economics. As such, it is seen as a resource that can be harnessed and 

developed. Investments can be made in social capital with potential benefits gained (Green & Haines, 

2016). The benefits of working with other language teachers have been seen in research in 

Queensland (Endicott, 2011) and in Europe (Lamb, 2012). The findings of this study again show 

variance between participants in their engagement with the wider language teacher community. Some 

participants in this study were members of their professional association, actively engaging in meetings 

and conferences, as well as networking in other formal, informal, or virtual settings. Others had little 

interaction with the wider language teacher community. There are many reasons why language 

teachers may not access these external sources of social capital. Geographic location or lack of time 

may be barriers. Teachers may not be aware of opportunities to connect with other language teachers, 

or of the potential benefits these connections can have. This study did not answer questions about why 

some language teachers access professional networks and not others, but it is important for that 
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question to be investigated in further research, particularly as engaging with other teachers is central to 

teachers’ professional development and their ability to meet the obligations set out in their professional 

standards (Australian Federation of Modern Language Teachers Associations, 2005; Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011). 

Correlational analyses showed statistical relationships between language teachers’ social capital, and 

their retention in or attrition from the field. The data analysis and interpretation, as published in the 

articles contained in Chapter 3: Empirical Phase of the Study, showed that teachers who felt supported 

by their colleagues and administrative teams, and who felt that they and their subject area were valued, 

were more likely to stay in the field. Therefore, a supportive professional environment plays an 

important role in language teacher retention. This is something that many informally know to be true, 

but this study has provided the evidence to help support these claims.     

Much of what we know about social capital and collegiality would suggest that teachers who are 

connected to other like-minded teachers would be more likely to stay in the field. However, in this study, 

participants who more regularly attended meetings and conferences of their state professional 

association were in fact more likely to leave the teaching profession. The sampling techniques of this 

study have been acknowledged as a limitation that may have produced these unexpected results. 

However, another explanation lies in an interesting study by Thomas (2007), who also found that high 

levels of social capital led to teachers leaving the field. His findings showed that these teachers could 

use their social capital to leverage new and improved positions within the education system. Although 

social capital is a resource that can be used to facilitate retention, it is not the only element in the 

equation, a reality captured in the ‘four-capital theoretical model of teacher retention’. The author’s 

interpretation of this finding is that, when other elements of the model are missing (i.e., human capital, 

structural capital and/or positive psychological capital), even those teachers with high levels of social 
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capital are susceptible to attrition. This is something that awaits confirmation or otherwise in further 

studies into the other elements of the model.  

The quantitative data provided insights into the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of social capital and its influence on 

language teachers’ career decisions. A lack of support and of a sense of value were prominent in the 

open-ended questionnaire responses, as well as in the interviews, and can be seen as reflecting the 

wider lack of value that language education in Australia has to contend with. This lack of support and 

value has meant that, in many schools, little concern is shown for ways in which language classes and 

language teachers can be supported to promote the best outcomes for students. It has also meant that 

the conditions in which language teachers find themselves can challenge the efficacy of the language 

programs, but also the ability of teachers to develop their social capital. One particular issue that 

presented itself through the interviews was the alignment in primary schools of language classes with 

classroom teachers’ Non-Contact Time. As a result, language teachers were sometimes viewed as 

‘babysitters’ for the ‘more important’, ‘real’ classroom teacher, who has a ‘serious’ contribution to make 

to students’ overall academic and personal development. 

4.2.3 Reflective findings 

Throughout the research process, a personal narrative inquiry was conducted that allowed me to reflect 

on my development as a new researcher, undertaking a thesis with publications. This narrative inquiry 

used a range of artefacts, both written and oral, that were collected throughout the candidature, to map 

out the research journey and make personal meaning of it. At the end of Chapter Two and Chapter 

Three (and Chapter Four upcoming) I provided a discussion about my development as a researcher 

undergoing a thesis with publications. In this section I will summarise the findings in regards to the 

research process itself, and the implications it has for my future research practice, through the 

presentation and discussion of four key findings.  
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1. Research is a necessarily messy process. The messiness of the research process is transparent in 

the ‘with publications’ approach to doctoral study. That is not to say that, had I completed a traditional 

thesis, things would have been smoother. However, I would have had literally until the submission date 

to smooth out these changes and create the sense that the process took place in a linear and 

straightforward way. By virtue of the approach I have chosen, I was required to be honest and open 

about the messiness of the research problem. Despite a severe panic as I put my published papers 

together and made the assumption that this messiness would be my demise, I have come to realise 

that research is an iterative process. The different stages of the research process interact with each 

other: as we engage with theory and data, our ideas and processes are open to change. This change in 

itself is an important part of the process, because it means we are engaging in reflection and 

developing the flexibility needed to generate new ideas. This is not something that is talked about much, 

and I imagine it is something that probably causes a lot of unnecessary stress for other beginning 

researchers. I do agree with those who, to encourage and instruct budding scholars, call for more 

transparency of the reality of the research process (Clark, Brody, Dillon, & Heimlich, 2007). As such, I 

am considering producing a paper that, by reporting on the narrative inquiry I undertook throughout the 

thesis, will bring some of the messy realities of the process to further light.   

2. Good research takes times. Patience is a virtue that I did not have for most of my candidature, and 

my supervisors will probably argue that it is something I still need to work on. When I begin a task, I like 

to put all my efforts into completing it as soon as possible. It would seem obvious that spending more 

time on a task means getting it done sooner. But I have learnt that this is not the reality in research. Not 

only are there often lengthy waiting times in the journal review process, sometimes all that is needed is 

time, to digest and consider ideas and concepts before moving forward. As one of my supervisors said 

to me many times, completing a PhD is like making a stew. Each ingredient needs to wait its turn to go 

into the pot, and then it needs to slowly simmer away. If you try to go too quickly, the flavours will not 

have a chance to infuse, and the result is a not-so-delicious meal.  
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3. Research is not a solo act. I learnt much from being thrown in the deep end, including data coding, 

using statistical software to conduct and interpret a range of different analysis procedures, and 

reporting on quantitative findings. But I would never have been able to get through the journey without 

the help of many others. I was guided along the way by two distinguished and capable research 

supervisors who each guided me in their own areas of expertise. I was also able to get advice in the 

early stages of the study from a statistician thanks to whom I was able to confirm my coding procedures 

and with whom I could talk through my choice of methods for the quantitative analysis. What is more, 

that same statistician helped me again after the completion of the analysis to confirm my interpretation 

of the outputs. Along the way, I also had the help of wonderful online video resources put out freely by 

any number of generous researchers. I have developed more confidence in quantitative methods, but I 

also know that I am not an expert, and probably will never be one. Not everyone can know everything, 

and so understanding one’s own strengths and weaknesses, and collaborating with others, is an 

important lesson I have learnt.  

4. Beware the imposter monster. My supervisors noted that, during my discussions and reflections, I 

often talked about being ‘found out’. I felt a lot of anxiety about what my research journey ‘should’ look 

and feel like. When it did not fit the perfect mould, I felt that my only recourse would be to start all over 

again. The research literature shows that the ‘imposter syndrome’ is particularly common among 

researchers (Gravois, 2007), and it gives me some comfort to know that I am not alone in my 

insecurities. I certainly appreciated the candidness with which my supervisors talked of their own 

research experiences. At the end of this research journey, I think that I have reached the point where I 

have developed an identity as a beginner researcher, one who does not have all the answers and has a 

long way to grow, but who nonetheless already has a contribution to make that can be taken seriously 

by the scholarly community. 
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4.3 Implications for language education and recommendations for future research 

Language education for all students has been in the political and educational domain in Australia for 

some fifty years. Nonetheless, the quantity and quality of language programs across Australia is mixed. 

Improving the situation will not be possible until there are enough language teachers, and making that 

happen will need to include efforts to ensure that our current teachers are supported in long and fruitful 

careers. In light of the findings of this study, recommendations are made of possible activity in policy 

and practice that may help retain language teachers in the field.  

The findings of this study have implications for policymakers. Time and time again, we have seen 

policies and programs that aim to improve and increase language learning and teaching in schools, but 

there is little attention given to how language classes should be implemented, and how language 

teachers can be supported to help meet the aims of the various policies (Poyatos Matas & Mason, 

2015). While targets are often set for the percentage of senior students learning a language, the quality 

of the language learning, understandably harder to quantify, is rarely detailed in policy. Therefore, it is 

recommended that policy focus not merely on increasing student retention rates, but also on the quality 

of the education students receive. This will likely have a more sustainable impact on the perception of 

language education by communities, the value and support it receives, and thus the retention of 

students and teachers alike.  

The findings of this study also have implications for education departments. Education departments 

should provide opportunities for the language teachers in their various jurisdictions to meet and network 

in meaningful ways. There is also merit in developing mentor programs that connect language teachers 

across the district, to provide curriculum and practical support to others who may be struggling as the 

only language teacher in their school. A possible idea that could be implemented at a state level is to 

build a directory of language teachers who are available to provide support in their different areas of 

expertise, either in person or virtually, for other language teachers to access.  
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Within schools, administrators need to be aware of the curriculum hierarchy, and the realities 

experienced by language teachers. This is not to say that language teachers require special treatment, 

but it must be acknowledged that, as they teach a subject that is undervalued, often to large numbers of 

students for short periods of time, they have difficulties in becoming integrated members of their school 

communities. Providing a supportive professional environment appears to be paramount. Simple things 

can potentially have a large impact on the social capital of language teachers, such as providing them 

with their own teaching space, including them in staff meetings and professional development days, 

and encouraging collegiality and respect for all teachers and staff members equally.  

The findings of this study could also be of interest to those who provide pre-service and continuing 

education to future language teachers. While developing content knowledge and pedagogical skills is 

an important role of pre-service education, this study has shown that social capital is equally important 

for a teacher’s survival in the profession. Therefore, it may be useful for future language teachers to 

engage with practising teachers while they are still undergoing teacher training, to develop a support 

network before they commence employment. Making pre-service teachers aware of the history and 

politics of language education, as well as of what social capital is and how to harness it, may provide 

them with knowledge that may help them navigate the challenges they will likely face in their 

professional lives. 

There may be language teachers in schools today considering leaving the profession, or feeling 

stressed and alone in the challenges they face. Perhaps these teachers may be encouraged by the 

findings of this study, and reach out to other language teaching colleagues for support and advice. I 

would encourage those who feel that they are integrated and valued members of their school 

communities to reach out to their language teacher colleagues, to help them build the social capital that 

they need, but that they are as yet unable to access in their own workplaces.  
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This thesis has proposed a four-capital model of teacher retention. The empirical study has focused on 

only one of the four elements of the model. Therefore, research is called for that investigates the role of 

human capital, structural capital, and positive psychological capital in the attrition and retention of 

teachers, and of language teachers in particular. Some of the data collected for this study will be used 

to continue this investigation outside of the thesis. Other researchers are encouraged to test and reflect 

on the validity of the model. 

This study offers a springboard for further research, aimed at answering the questions it was unable to 

answer. However, before large-scale and representative research can be conducted, there is a 

desperate need for comprehensive baseline data on language teachers, as has been advocated for 

many years (Australian Language and Literacy Council, 1996; Liddicoat, Scarino, Curnow, Kohler, 

Scrimgeour, & Morgan, 2007). In particular, useful data would include the employment and 

demographic characteristics of those teaching languages, those who are qualified to teach languages, 

those who leave language teaching for other subject areas, and those who leave education completely. 

In the case of this study and potentially many others, the lack of data regarding language teachers has 

prohibited a more robust form of random sampling. Such data would also allow the measurement of 

actual attrition rates. While this is only one step in the puzzle, understanding the full extent of the 

problem may be the catalyst needed for instigating substantive action that will result in sustainable 

change.  

In this study, participation in formal mentoring or induction programs showed no relationship to 

retention, and this goes against what much of the research is telling us (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; 

Kissau & King, 2015; Long et al., 2012; Moore, 2009; Paris, 2013). Only 40% of teachers in this sample 

were involved in mentoring or induction programs, very few of them in programs designed specifically 

for language teachers. This is likely to change in the future, as mentoring programs are becoming more 

commonplace and there is a growing expectation that they become a part of the trade (Australian 



 

277 
 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2014). Going into the future, more studies are needed to 

determine the efficacy of these programs for new language teachers. 

At the time of data collection, the mailing list of the Modern Language Teachers’ Association of 

Queensland was the most active online forum for language teachers in the state, and this provided a 

relevant variable for the study. However, in the five years since the development of the data collection 

instrument, online networks have flourished, and so too has the prevalence of teachers engaging with 

each other in online forums (McCulloch, McIntosh, & Barrett, 2011). The role of these new and 

emerging forums in supporting language teachers and contributing to their social capital is thus worthy 

of further investigation. 

 

4.4 Implications for doctoral study and recommendations for future research  

While the PhD with publications is becoming more common, it is often misunderstood, and it polarises 

debate in academic circles (Jackson, 2013). Due to my personal experience, I have come to believe 

that, with the right support and infrastructure, completing doctoral study with publications can bring 

great benefits to new researchers. I have discussed through the thesis how this approach to doctoral 

study has had implications for my own future practice. My experience, although anecdotal (as it is 

necessarily confined to one individual), shows that a thesis with publications has the potential to 

develop in doctoral candidates the skills and knowledge needed to get published, a criteria of utmost 

importance for researchers in the current university context in Australia, and indeed many other 

countries. More research is encouraged to test the efficacy of this and other alternative approaches to 

doctoral study.  

 

4.5 Impact and visibility of the research thus far 

In the increasingly competitive world of academia, proving the impact of one’s research is becoming not 

just common practice, but a requirement in competitive grant applications and applications for 
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promotion. Impact has been defined by Excellence in Innovation Australia, as having “an effect on, 

change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or 

quality of life beyond academia” (Jones, Castle-Clarke, Manville, Gunashekar, & Grant, 2013, p. 43). 

Research impact is often measured using quantitative methods based on citation counts. This includes 

the Journal Impact factor, a measure of the impact of a particular journal, and the h-index, a measure of 

the impact of the research body of a particular author. Qualitative methods include peer-review, awards, 

and broadcast media attention.  

There is a time lag between research and impact, and the length of this time can vary greatly (Penfield, 

Baker, Scoble, & Wykes, 2014). In order for it to have an impact, research needs to be visible to other 

researchers in the field, and to the stakeholders who may potentially be impacted by the research. This 

is why having a paper published in a reputable, peer-reviewed journal is only the beginning of the 

dissemination process. For research to have an impact, it must be seen, and it must be seen by the 

right people. With this in mind, as part of the dissemination process in this doctoral study, the research 

study and published academic papers were shared at various intervals with relevant interested parties. 

In an autoethnographic study reporting on her own journey completing a thesis with publications, Merga 

(2015) noted that the approach was “highly conducive to communicating my findings beyond academia, 

to reach teachers, adolescents, and parents” (p. 295), which led to an increased interest in her work. 

Following her example, as each paper was published, it was shared with the participants of the study, 

and the relevant education authorities. Papers were also shared with the executive and members of the 

Modern Language Teachers’ Association of Queensland. Toward the end of the candidature, the study 

and several papers were shared with the Queensland Teachers’ Union, who requested their inclusion in 

the professional readings section of the union’s website. Further to this, they accepted a 500-word 

article reporting the study, to be included in the Queensland Teachers’ Journal, a journal that is directly 

mailed to its more than 42,000 members. At the time of submission, the article was set for publication in 
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the July issue of the Queensland Teachers’ Journal (Mason, 2016).  

As part of the dissemination process, I also contacted several of the authors whose work I cited, and 

received a kind response from one of the researchers who took the time to read and provide feedback 

on one of the articles:  

I found your article very interesting. I really like your four capitals model, for its humanity, 

and for its recognition of complexity (J. Buchanan, personal communication, 17 November, 

2015). 

In the digital age, more and more researchers are using online avenues to disseminate and promote 

their work. There is a growing body of literature that “has examined the impact of social media on views 

and citations of scholarly articles” (Fitzgerald & Radmanesh, 2014). Several published papers were 

introduced on the author’s blog, Language Teacher Support, and its affiliated Facebook page and 

Twitter account. Open Access papers were also listed on Academia, an online platform for sharing 

research.  

As a result of this online sharing, papers were also seen by stakeholders outside of Queensland. The 

president of the Modern Language Teachers’ Association of Western Australia contacted me via social 

media, to congratulate me on the paper and to request permission to share the paper with the 

associations’ membership: 

Congratulations on the paper. Really interesting findings. A must read for all govts and 

sectors … I would love to link your excellent paper on our website mltawa.asn.au under 

“Essential Reading”…. Hopefully we can get this out to our WA policy makers and school 

leaders (K. Reitzenstein, personal communication, 13 May, 2016). 

Conducting this thesis with publications has meant that before the submission of the thesis, insights 

can already be gleaned into the visibility of the research thus far, and in particular the readership of the 
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published articles. One example is Paper Four: ‘Teacher Attrition and Retention Research in Australia: 

Towards a New Theoretical Framework’, which had been viewed more than 370 times between 

November 2015 and June 2016. Another example is Paper Six: ‘Social Capital: A vital ingredient for 

retaining foreign language teachers’, published on April 14, 2016. As of June 17, 2016, the paper had 

been viewed 283 times on the publisher’s website, and a further 231 times on Academia. In its first 

month on Academia the paper was in the top 2% of monthly downloads on the site. It was also shared 

on the author’s professional Facebook page Language Teacher Support, and as of June 1, 2016 it had 

gained a reach of 1,700 viewers, which was 500 more viewers than the next most popular post on the 

page.  

The interest that language teacher groups, the teacher’s union, and individual teachers and academics 

have shown in the research thus far is evidence of the significance and relevance of the research to the 

scholar community, and particularly to the language teacher community. It also speaks to the power of 

social media and open access journals in making research visible and accessible. The two papers 

mentioned in this section were both open access publications, meaning that they are open to the public 

and not just those who are subscribers to the journal, or those who have access to research databases. 

The important role of open access journals to the research community is one that has been discussed 

in the field of librarianship, because it allows equitable access to knowledge (Corrado, 2005). In this 

doctoral study, open access journals and social media have meant that potentially more stakeholders, 

particularly teachers who generally do not have access to research databases, have been able to 

access the research.  

 

4.6 Reflective phase of the study 

4.6.1 Research findings and discussions: Looking back  

At the start of my journey, I was an inexperienced and nervous driver, who felt that every wrong turn 

and change in direction constituted a failure. It was not until much later that I realised that every time I 

http://ro.ecu.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2919&context=ajte
http://ro.ecu.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2919&context=ajte
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encountered and overcame a hurdle, I was developing valuable skills and knowledge that would 

provide an important stepping stone into the world of academia. Now that I have almost reached the 

end of the journey, I can look back at what has been achieved. In particular, I would like to end the 

thesis with a reflection on what I have learnt about the research process, and what I have learnt about 

myself throughout the journey.  

Completing this thesis with publications has resulted in a number of experiences that have allowed me 

to start to develop the skills and knowledge needed to be a researcher. I would like to think that this 

approach has helped me to prepare for a career in academia, insofar as my growing list of publications 

has indeed enabled me, toward the end of my candidature, to open the door to an academic career. I 

have developed an ability to look more critically at the literature. I have learnt how to set up, conduct 

and report on different research methodologies. I have had experience engaging in the publication 

process. My writing has become clearer, and my ability to use evidence to back up claims has also 

grown. I have also developed a network of other academics who I can contact for advice and support. 

In other words, I am developing my social capital. 

As discussed in Section 4.2.3, I have learnt that the research journey is long and messy, but that it is 

best taken in the company of others. From the outside, research appears to be a solo act. But like 

driving, even when you are the only person in the car, there are always others to help keep you on the 

road, and get you to your destination. In my teaching career, I have always believed in sharing 

expertise and supporting colleagues, and perhaps it is no surprise that I used social capital as a 

theoretical lens in this study, because I strongly believe in the power of collaboration. This is something 

I want to take with me into academia. I believe there is an image of academia as a cut-throat world full 

of power struggles and backstabbing. I do believe, and my early experience has suggested, that there 

are many people with expertise in different areas who are able, and in most cases willing, to help and 

join in the journey. 



 

282 
 

At the core of the thesis with publications approach is a strong relationship between supervisors and 

student. Road trips are always more enjoyable with the company of others, and my supervisors 

provided me with advice, support, and warnings from the passenger seat, while also giving me the 

freedom to take charge of the wheel. I was particularly guided by Cristina Poyatos Matas, with whom I 

co-wrote a number of papers. Cristina understood very well the publication process, having a long 

history of successfully publishing in various fields. I came to see her role as a hands-on coach, as well 

as a devil’s advocate, continually presenting me with more questions to consider. Each of these 

questions added hours of research and rewriting, and every time I thought a paper was ready for 

submission, another question would come my way. It was her constant pressure, her support, her high 

expectations, and her belief in me, that allowed me to have six papers accepted for publication, and 

another one hopefully accepted soon.  

All this is not to say that I did not feel a level of frustration at the sheer length and complexity of the 

journey. At the nineteenth draft of a paper, I would feel confident that it was ready for submission, many 

many times better than it had been at the first draft. And then, I would receive another ‘red wall of 

death’, which is the image I came to use to refer to the tracked changes in Word. With the benefit of 

hindsight and some time for the bruises to heal, I can look back and laugh at some things that caused 

me stress at the time. The file names for the successive drafts of one of my papers went sequentially 

from articlename-v1.doc to articlename-v24.doc, and then started again at articlename-final-v1.doc, all 

the way to articlename-final-v11.doc, and then articlename-final-final.doc and a few versions after that, 

before I finally submitted it. One of my emails to Cristina, with yet another version of one of my chapters 

attached, had the subject line: ‘100% Final Version (Please)’. It was not. I want her to know that I never 

stuck pins in her effigy or threw darts at her image, even though she gave me permission to do so after 

yet another draft was requested. 
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Cristina acted as more than a supervisor in a traditional thesis. She did not like to call me her student 

and she thought of us both as researchers at different stages of our individual learning journeys. I am 

ever grateful to Cristina for her support and expertise, and for encouraging me to take on the ‘with 

publications’ route, and providing the support necessary to make it work. The journey was long and 

arduous, full of hurdles; there were many times when I thought I would not be able to make it. Standing 

almost at the end, I can see that before long I will know that it was all worth it. I have learnt much about 

my field, about the research process, and about myself – both professionally and personally.  

At the start of this research journey I was newly married, teaching Japanese in a high school in regional 

Queensland. I did not need glasses and I did not drink coffee. Now, almost five years later and just 

about at the end of my journey, I am teaching English as a Second Language in a university in Japan. I 

have glasses, a slight coffee addiction, and two young children who have never known a mother who 

was not doing her ‘important study’.  

I am not sure how I feel about coming to the end of the journey, as it has consumed my life for so long. 

I can barely remember a time when my lunch times and holidays weren’t consumed with this research. I 

know that it will not be unusual for me to feel a sense of loss once it is all over, despite waiting for the 

day for so long (Fleming, 2015). Nevertheless, I am looking forward to continuing my journey as a 

researcher, embarking on the beginning of my career in academia. I am currently considering ideas for 

the near future. In particular,  I would like to use the data that was collected for this study, but did not fit 

into the scope of this thesis, to investigate the other three ‘capitals’ and how they relate to  language 

teacher attrition and retention. I would also like to conduct research that is directly relevant to my 

current field of employment, that of English as a Second Language education in Japan. I am looking for 

opportunities to collaborate with other researchers, and as a personal goal for the future I would like to 

work in a research team in Japan, and co-author an academic paper in Japanese.   
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So, here I am at the end of my research journey road trip. I am looking back to the start of the journey 

to see where I have come from. It has been a long and bumpy journey, with many challenges. I am 

slightly bruised but the lessons I have gathered along the way have paved the way for my future road 

trips, because this is only really the beginning for me on what I hope will be a lifelong journey. But 

before I get back in the car, just for a little while, I’m going to sit down and enjoy the view and have a 

cold beer. Cheers!  
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Appendix C 

 

Responses to applications for research approval from education authorities 
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Appendix D 

 

Participant recruitment materials for the empirical phase of the study 
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Appendix E 

 

Informed consent materials for questionnaire participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

354



 

 

355



Appendix F 

 

Current teacher questionnaire 
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Former teacher questionnaire 
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Appendix H 

 

Informed consent materials for semi-structured interviews 
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profession? 
Informed Consent Form  Phase B  Semi-structured Interviews 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the second phase of the following research project:  

Title:  
Researcher: Shannon Mason 
Course: Master of Philosophy 
Principal Supervisor: Dr. Leigh Kirwan 
Organisation: Griffith University 

Research Aims 
This exploratory research study aims to better understand the realities of teaching languages in  Queensland from 
various viewpoints, as well as investigate the factors that may lead a teacher to leave their Languages teaching 
position. The results of this research will be of interest to a number of stakeholder groups, as it will inform how best 
teachers can prepare for and be supported throughout their careers. Your insights and opinions are extremely 
valuable. This is an opportunity for you to voice your opinions and I thank you for being part of this study.  

Your Commitment 
This phase of the study will involve a semi-structured interview, which will take approximately 50 minutes. This will 
be conducted at a time and venue that is convenient for you.  For participants who are unable to meet face -to-face, 
interviews may be conducted via a web conference. At the end of the interview, teachers can elect to respond to 
any follow-up questions via email. Interviews will be recorded.    
 

Use of data 
The data gathered will be used to complete a Doctoral Thesis, which will be available from Griffith University. Upon 
request, the relevant sections of the final thesis will be made available to participants before it is made available 
more widely to the public. Sections of the study may also be discussed in other academic articles or conferences.  
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Your participation is voluntary, confidential, and anonymous 
Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. You are free to refuse consent, and you may also choose to 
withdraw consent at any time without giving a reason. In my view, the possible risks, discomforts or inconvenience 
to you are minimal. Confidentiality will be ensured during this research, and any publication arising from it, through 
the use of pseudonyms. All identifying information will be removed. Electronic and hard copies of the interview and 
raw data will be stored securely according to Griffith University ethical clearance procedures.  
 
Any questions or concerns you have regarding this survey or the research may be directed to me at 
shannon.languageteachers@gmail.com or my Principal Supervisor, Leigh Kirwan at l.kirwan@griffith.edu.au. 

If you choose to participate and find that you have a complaint or concern about the way you are being treated during the 
study, or if you have a query that the Principal Supervisor or myself have not been able to satisfy, you may contact 
the Manager, Research Ethics. 

Manager, Research Ethics, 

Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus 

Griffith University 

(07) 3755 5585 

research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 

By signing, you acknowledge that you have read and understood the outline given, and give consent to be part of this study.  

 

Name of participant ____________________________________ 

Signed _______________________________________________ 

Date _________________________________________________ 
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Semi-structured interview protocols 
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #1: Beginning teacher 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

gathered a lot of useful data, mostly in the form of 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

  

 Tell me about a not so great  

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 

 Tell me about a colleague you had a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you had a not-so-great working relationship with 
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 Tell me what you enjoy about being a language teacher 

  

 Tell me about a time when you had to seek support  

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you give me an example of that?  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #2: Experienced teacher 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

, and they generally start 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me about a school setting where you were most happy and satisfied? 

 Tell me about a school setting where you were least happy and satisfied? 

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 

  

 Tell me about a not so great lesson or day t  
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 Tell me about a colleague you have had a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you have had a not-so-great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a time when you had to seek support  

 Tell me about the differences between when you were teaching at the beginning of your career 

and now 

 Tell me the secret to your success in having a long career in language teaching? 

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #3:  

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me what you like about language teaching 

  

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 

  

 Tell me about a not so  
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 Tell me about a colleague you have a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you have a not-so-great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a time when you had to seek support  

 You said in the questionnaire that you almost left language teaching. What made you change 

your mind?  

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #4: Transfer teacher 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

, and they generally start 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me what you like about language teaching 

  

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 
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 Tell me about a colleague you have a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you have a not-so-great working relationship with 

 You said in the questionnaire that you 

transfer. Tell me about your plans for the future?  

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #5: All-rounder 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 

 Tell me what you enjoy about teaching in the primary sector 

 Tell me what you do not enjoy about teaching in the primary sector 

 Tell me what you enjoy about teaching in the secondary sector 
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 Tell me what you do not enjoy about teaching in the secondary sector 

 What do you think are the main differences between the two sectors? 

 Tell me about a colleague you have a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you have a not-so-great working relationship with 

 Tell me what you like about language teaching 

  

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #6: Latecomer  

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

ery broad questions, and they generally start 

 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 

 Tell me what you like about language teaching 
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 Tell me what you think are the main differences between teaching in a mainstream classroom 

and teaching languages 

 Tell me about a grea  

  

 Tell me about a colleague you have a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you have a not-so-great working relationship with 

  

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #7: At-risk teacher 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me about a typical day in your work 

 Tell me what you like about language teaching 
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 Tell me about a colleague you have a great working relationship with 

 Tell me about a colleague you have a not-so-great working relationship with 

  

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #8: Sideways mover 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

, and they generally start 

 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me what you enjoyed about language teaching 

  

 Tell me the story behind your leaving language teaching 
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 Tell me what you think are the main differences between being a language teacher, and being 

an English teacher  

 Tell me about a colleague you had a great working relationship with as a language teacher 

 Tell me about a colleague you had a not-so-great working relationship with as a language 

teacher 

 Tell me about a time when you had to seek support as a language teacher 

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #9: Upward mover 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

 

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me about a school where you were happy and satisfied? 

  

 Tell me what you enjoyed about language teaching 

 ing 
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 Tell me about a colleague you had a great working relationship with as a language teacher  

 Tell me about a colleague you had a not-so-great working relationship with as a language 

teacher 

 Tell me the story behind your leaving language teaching? 

 Tell me what you think are the main differences in teaching in schools and now teaching in a 

university 

 

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

 Wh  

 Can you g  

 Use silences 

 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

 Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

 Stop the recording 

 Request further contact if needed 

 Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

 Thank the interviewee for their time 

 

Post-interview 

 Make final notes 

 Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment  
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Interviewee #10: Outward mover 

 

Orientation 

 Welcome the participant and thank them for their time 

 Collect informed consent form or have one ready for signature 

 Review the contents of the consent form 

 Ensure participant that any names or other identifying features used in the interview will be 

removed from the transcripts before the recordings are deleted 

 Start recording 

 

Introduction (Building rapport and establishing a relaxed atmosphere) 

 In the survey you and many others answered a lot of questions about their careers, and I 

gathered a lot of useful data, mostly in the 

tell some of the real stories behind the numbers, to make sense of them and to put them in 

with, tell me a stor  

 Tell me the story of how you became a language teacher 

 Tell me the story of your career, a timeline of your career 

 

Body (Eliciting experiences, thoughts, and feelings) 

 Tell me what you enjoyed about language teaching 

 about language teaching 

 Tell me the story behind your leaving language teaching? 

 Tell me about a time when you were happy and satisfied as a language teacher 

 Tell me about a  as a language teacher 
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Tell me about a colleague you had a great working relationship with as a language teacher Tell 

me about a colleague you had a not-so-great working relationship with as a language teacher 

Tell me what you think are the main differences between language teaching, and your current 

position in hotel management?  

Probes (Eliciting more detail) 

Wh

Can you g

Use silences 

Conclusion (An opportunity to discuss further or introduce unsolicited issues) 

Ask if there is there anything else you would like to add?  

Stop the recording 

Request further contact if needed 

Give a timeline in which the transcribing will be completed and available for review 

Thank the interviewee for their time 

Post-interview 

Make final notes 

Note non-verbal cues that will not be recorded by audio equipment 
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