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—Addressing teacher shortage and diversifying the teaching workforce—
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My name is Sun Yee. I am a lecturer in the Monash University, Faculty
of Education within the School of Curriculum, Teaching and Inclusive
Education. I teach in the Bachelor of Education, the Master of Teach-
ing and Master of Education programmes. In my school, we prepare
undergraduates and postgraduate students who are interested in enter-

ing the teaching workforce.

Earlier, Dr Eisuke Saito presented about Australia’s initial teacher edu-
cation programme. Now, [ will share more about the teaching work-
force and the role of migrant teachers in the Australian teaching work-

force.

The situation of teachers in Australia

Let’s start by looking at the teaching workforce situation in Australia.
If you were to do an internet search about the Australian teacher
workforce, you would see many articles and reports about the teacher
shortage in Australia. For example, you see a report about classes being
cancelled because of the shortage of teachers. In understaffed schools,
teachers are overwhelmed with a lot of work. When teachers feel over-
worked, some choose to leave the profession. When teacher attrition is
high, it means that the work left behind must be shared by the small

number of teachers who remain in the school.

In another article, you see a protest that happened not too long ago.
The teachers went on strike because they felt that they were over-

worked. They were also unhappy with their salaries and felt they were
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not compensated enough for their work. To address the shortage of
teachers, the Australian government has fast-tracked visas for overseas-
trained teachers to increase the number of teachers in Australian
schools. Providing visas for teachers to Australia is not new. The skill-
based teacher migration visa has been around for over a decade. How-
ever, in recent years, this visa approval process has been fast-tracked

because of the teacher shortage crisis.

Beyond the issue of teacher shortage, what is not as commonly dis-
cussed, but an equally critical issue, is the diversity of teachers within
the Australian teacher workforce. Studies have shown that Australian
teachers are predominantly Australian-born, white, they are female,
and they are non-Indigenous. These do not reflect the diversity of the
Australian population. The Australian population is culturally and eth-

nically diverse, with a significant proportion born overseas.

Having a teaching workforce that is largely homogenous and does not
reflect the student population has far-reaching implications for the edu-
cation system, and the government has recognised this. In 2023, the
Department of Education in New South Wales commissioned a study
to look into how we can diversify the teacher workforce. In Victoria,
there is also research about the strategies to diversify the teacher

workforce and its impact on student outcomes.

If you look at the diversity in Australia, 27.6% of the Australian popu-
lation was born overseas, and this is based on the latest data available

for 2022. That accounts for almost 7 million people born overseas or
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nearly 1/3 of the population. Among these people who are born over-
seas, Asians are the fastest-growing ethnic group in Australia. In fact,
Asians comprise 17% of the overall population. These Asians predomi-
nantly come from India, China, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Nepal.
Of course, we also have Asians from other smaller groups, such as
those from Singapore, Malaysia, Korea, and Japan. This population di-

versity is reflected in Australian classrooms.

If you look at the student population in the classroom, studies have
shown that more than 1/5 or 21% of the students speak a language
other than English at home. However, let’s look at teachers who are of
similar backgrounds. That is, teachers who speak a language other than
English at home or those from culturally diverse backgrounds, which
works out to be about 6% of the total teaching workforce. We have
21% of students from culturally diverse backgrounds, that’s a large pro-
portion, but we have only 6% of teachers who are from similar back-
grounds. So, there is a large diversity gap in the classroom. Now, why

does diversity matter in a teacher workforce?

Why is ‘diversity’ among teachers important?

Past studies have shown that teachers from diverse backgrounds are
better at communicating with students from diverse backgrounds.
These students will also see teaching as a job that is accessible to
them. Secondly, a diverse teaching workforce is beneficial to students
from culturally diverse backgrounds, as they are more able to under-

stand the perspectives and needs of students from similar backgrounds.
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They are shown to have high expectations of students from culturally
diverse backgrounds, and they are inspirational figures and role models

for this group of students.

Beyond the benefits for culturally diverse students, we also know that a
diverse teacher workforce is beneficial for all students and all teachers.
There are studies that show these teachers help to develop intercultur-
al competence within the school. They also promote multicultural un-

derstanding and enhance social cohesion.

Before 1 share my research about immigrant teachers in Australia, I
would like to draw our attention to some of the latest statistics avail-
able about the Australian teaching workforce. In the year 2022, 4% of
classroom teachers were born overseas or have teacher qualifications
gained from overseas. Therefore, these are essentially teachers who are
migrants, as locally born Australian teachers holding overseas teacher
qualifications are rare, comprising only a small percentage. So, we
mean that those with overseas teaching qualifications are migrant

teachers.

Migrant teachers are more likely to teach in secondary schools and pri-
mary schools. 69% of the migrant teachers have at least 20 years of
teaching experience since they have attained their qualification. Only
6% of the migrant teachers eventually move into senior leadership po-
sitions in the school compared to 10% of Australian-trained teachers.
Migrant teachers are also more likely to remain in the profession until

retirement than Australian teachers. This background information pro-
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vides the backdrop for my research on Asian immigrant teachers in

Australia.

My research on the professional adaption of Asian im-
migrant teachers

The study examined Asian immigrant teachers’professional adaptation
in Australia and aimed to understand their experiences transitioning
from their home country in Asia to Australia to work as teachers. I
want to understand their professional transitional process and how they
go about becoming a part of the Australian teaching workforce. The
research question that guided this study is: “What are their enablers
and inhibitors for optimising the professional adaptation of Asian Aus-

tralian immigrant teachers?”

This is a qualitative inductive study. Why did I choose an inductive
study? Mainly because I subscribe to the social constructionism para-
digm by Berger and Luckmann (1991). Berger and Luckmann state that
reality is multiple and socially constructed, and that conversation is the
most important means of constructing reality. I assume that my partici-
pants in this research are capable of articulating their experiences.
Thus, this paradigm informs my data collection method and my data
analysis. As an inductive study, I do not start with a theoretical frame-
work but choose to allow all the narrative and theory to emerge from
the data. This means that when coding, I do not start with any prede-
termined codes. Instead, I code inductively and allow the themes to

emerge as | analyse the data set.
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In terms of recruitment, the participants were recruited through social
media. At that time, it was mainly through Facebook. I reached out to
teachers who were trained and had practise as teachers in one or more
Asian countries before they decided to migrate to Australia with the
intention of continuing teaching. The invitations were sent out to pro-
fessional networks for teachers that have a presence on Facebook.
Some examples include the Science Teachers’ Association in Australia
and the History Teachers’ Association. I also sent invitations to social
networks for migrants, for example, the Facebook group for Vietnam-
ese in Melbourne, Malaysians in Melbourne, and the network of Chi-

nese in Melbourne.

So all in all, I recruited 10 participants: nine female and one male.
Most of our participants’ ages ranged between the 30s and the 50s.
They have been in Australia for between one year and 15 years. We
have a few new migrants who have been there for only one year while
there are also those who have been in Australia for 15 years. In terms
of nationality or ethnic groups, the participants are migrants from Sin-
gapore, Singaporean-Chinese, migrant teachers from Sri Lanka, and
India. I also recruited migrant teachers from Malaysia and Japan. The
participants come from different parts of the Asian region. The tables
show a summary of their personal, cultural, and professional character-

istics.
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Table 1: Summary of participants and their personal & cultural characteristics

S/N |Name Gender Age Years in Australia Nationality — ethnic group Asia region
1 Angela F 40s 2 Singaporean-Chinese SE Asia
2 Renuka F 30s 5 Sri Lankan — Singhalese S Asia
3 Marilyn F 50s 15 Indian — Indo-Aryan S Asia
4 | Anusha F 40s 15 Indian — Indo-Aryan S Asia
5 Kai Meng M 30s 1 Singaporean-Chinese SE Asia
6 Janice F 30s 1 Singaporean-Chinese SE Asia
7 Rehvinder F 50s 3 Singaporean-Indian SE Asia
8 Michiko F 40s 11 Japanese E Asia
9 Kate F 30s 7 Malaysian -Chinese SE Asia
10 |Nara F 30s 2 Japanese E Asia
Table 2: Summary of participants and their professional characteristics
S/N |Name Prof life School locality School system School Type Teaching
(Asia + Aus) subject(s)
1 |[Angela 8+2 Metropolitan (VIC) Government Sec Science
2 |Renuka 5+3 Metropolitan (VIC) Government Pri Generalist (Pri)
3 | Marilyn 3+15 Metropolitan (VIC) Government Pri Generalist (Pri)
4 |Anusha 5+15 Regional (VIC) Government Pri-Sec Math
5 | KaiMeng 4+1 Metropolitan (VIC) Faith-based (Anglican) Sec Math
6 |Janice 7+1 Metropolitan (VIC) Government Pri Generalist (Pri)
7 | Rehvinder 2243 Regional (NSW) Faith-based (Catholic) Sec English
8 | Michiko 7+11 Metropolitan (VIC) Faith-based (Catholic) Sec Math & Japanese
9 |Kate 3+6 Metropolitan (VIC) Faith-based (Islamic) Sec Design &
Technology
10 |Nara 3+1 Metropolitan (NT) Government Sec English

For example, the first participant on the list is Angela. She has taught

in Asia for eight years and in Australia for two years at the time of our

study. Then, participant number 8, Michiko, has taught in Japan for

seven years and in Melbourne for 11 years at the time of our study.

Most of the participants are located in Victoria and the metropolitan

area. We do have one teacher, participant number 4, Anusha, who is in

the regional area of Victoria. Then, Rehvinder, participant number 7, is

located in the regional area of New South Wales. In terms of the

school system, these range from government schools to faith-based
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schools such as Catholic schools and Anglican schools; we also have a
participant who teaches in an Islamic school. Some of the participants
teach in secondary schools, some in primary schools, and we have a
teacher, Anusha, who teaches in a full school, which means she has
students from grade 1 to grade 12. In terms of subject areas, most
teachers in primary schools are generalists teaching English and Maths.
In secondary schools, they will have more specific subject specialisa-
tion; for example, Michiko teaches Japanese and Maths, and Kate

teaches design technology.

Method of data collection and analysis

This is how data collection was predominantly done through inter-
views. | arranged for two interviews with each participant. After they
wrote to me, we decided on the time to meet in a public place for the
first interview. The first interview lasted for 60 minutes, during which
participants talked about their lives before coming to Australia. They
provided some background information about themselves and their mo-
tivations for coming to Australia. It was also at this time that we built
rapport with each other. After the first interview, I scheduled a three-
week break before meeting my participants for the second time. In be-
tween the first and second interviews, I listened to the recording, tran-

scribed the interviews, and read the transcript.

In the second interview, this is when I talked to participants about their
experiences teaching in Australia. I encouraged them to reflect on their

experiences and their feelings about the professional transition process.
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The interviews lasted for almost 90 minutes. In this second interview, I
also clarified any questions I had in the transcripts from the first inter-

view.

I utilised a multilevel approach for data analysis. If you look at levels
1A and 1B, the interview data was first transcribed, organised, and
sorted according to questions. When this is done, I move on to a sec-
ond level of analysis (2a). This was when [ started coding the tran-
scription. I started with open coding before I went into more focused
coding. Then, I develop categories from the codes, eventually cluster-
ing the categories. This led to the development of themes (2b). After
completing the thematic analysis, I moved into Level 3, also called the
capstone analysis. Here, I revisit the research question and examine

how my themes can answer the research questions.

The diagram illustrates how the process is carried out. First, I read the
transcript several times. This generated the 117 initial quotes, which I
then clustered into 25 focused codes by combining similar meanings.
Codes conveying similar ideas are then grouped together. This brings
the 25 focused codes together to form 11 categories. These 11 catego-
ries eventually culminated into three themes and one overarching

theme.
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Figure 1 Data analysis- A multilevel approach

Interview results

This is how the findings looked. I have a category called ‘employment’
because participants were very concerned about whether they could
get employment, so all participants talked about employment and get-
ting jobs as teachers. All participants also discussed their teaching
competence and how it is perceived by the local community. They also
spoke about their role as teachers, discussing the need to gain respect
from students and other teacher colleagues. I combined these catego-
ries and referred to it as professional identity. So, professional identity

is one of my sub-themes.

The participants also discussed their ethnocultural identity and their
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interactions with different people in the school. They spoke about their
interactions with students, students’ parents, principals, and colleagues.
Throughout these interactions, they touched on their feelings of vulner-

ability, which became another sub-theme.

Another sub-theme that came through quite strongly was about how
participants responded to cultural differences. Some participants dem-
onstrated an ethnocentric view, while others demonstrated a more eth-
no-relative viewpoint. These came together to become a theme which I

named intercultural perspective.

So, by pulling the three sub-themes together, I notice that they speak
to participants’desire for a sense of belonging to their school commu-
nity. Throughout our interviews, participants have either implicitly or
explicitly talked about their desire to belong. In the next section, let
me elaborate on each theme with some examples of quotes from the

participants.

Sub-theme 1: Professional Identity

I mentioned that many teachers talked about teaching competencies.
Here, Michiko, a Japanese teacher who used to teach mathematics in
Japan, talks about her experiences applying for a job as a maths teach-
er. She says, “I applied for a maths teacher position. During the inter-
view, my principal asked me to teach Japanese. I agree, although I
have taught Maths for seven years in Japan. But my principal wasn’t

confident about me teaching maths.”
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In another example, Rehvinder, a very experienced English teacher
from Singapore, said, “I knew that they didn’t want to give me the ad-
vanced English class because I wasn’t white, [ wasn’t Australian. This
is despite my having taught English and English literature for the last
20 years. They did not trust my English teaching!” In both cases, the
participants felt that the local school leaders did not trust their teach-

ing competences.

Another aspect of professional identity is gaining respect from students.
Marilyn, a teacher from India, says, “In India, teachers are well re-
spected by students, and parents look up to teachers for advice. People

tend to associate teachers with wisdom and give good advice.”

Likewise, Nara, a young teacher from Japan, also talked about being
very highly respected in Japan. “Teachers are called “sinsei” . Some
students are a little scared of speaking or talking to their “sinsei” . As
I was still quite young in Japan, my students are not as fearful of me
compared to the most senior teachers. But they still treat me with re-

spect and are never rude.”

Sub-theme 2: Vulnerability

The second sub-theme is about vulnerability. Earlier, I talked about
participants’ feelings when they interact with people in the school.
Here are some examples of what these interactions look like. This is
Marilyn talking about feeling very intimidated and vulnerable on the

first day of the class. “I am in the year 11 class. It was just very intim-
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idating. When I pronounced the names differently and the students just
started laughing at me. When 1 told them I was from India and they
went, oh, tell me something about Gandhi, you know, so cheeky. That
completely makes me shiver!” In this excerpt, Marilyn talked about
feeling afraid, intimidated, and vulnerable on her very first day teach-

ing in school.

Michiko also felt vulnerable, but in her case, it was about her interac-
tions with parents. “In my first few years of teaching here, 1 didn’t feel
confident. That put me in a vulnerable position. I wasn’t attacked but
was often the target of complaints from parents. They would complain
that their daughters did not understand my teaching or that they did
not understand my accent. It was stressful.” Michiko teaches Japanese
in a girl’s school, a popular school with a good reputation. She always
feels very concerned and stressed when parents talk about her teach-
ing. She was always nervous and stressed when interacting with par-

ents and felt that she is often a target of complain.

Next, we have Kate, an immigrant teacher from Singapore. She talked
about her experience of loneliness. “As an immigrant teacher, it can be
quite a lonely experience-:-I am the only Asian teacher in the school.
The teachers were wary of me, students were curious about me, and
the principal kept a close tab on me to make sure that I didn’t say or
do anything wrong.” Kate felt that throughout her school day, teachers,
students, and principals were always looking at her, every word, every
action, and everything she said and did, and she has found this to be

very uncomfortable and vulnerable.
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Sub-theme 3: Intercultural Perspectives

Another sub-theme that emerged very strongly is intercultural perspec-
tives. I mentioned earlier that this concerns participants’ ethnocentric
or ethnorelative worldview. In analysing this sub-theme, we refer to
Milton Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity
(DMIS), developed in 1986. In this model, Bennett states that people’s
reactions to cultural differences progress through several stages on a
continuum, from the ethnocentric stages to the ethnorelative stages.
The ethnocentric stages begin with denial, defence, and minimalisation.
This gradually evolves into acceptance, adaptation, and integration.
Bennett observes that very few people will reach the integration stage.
If we examine how our participants react to cultural differences, we

can identify the various stages of this reaction.

For example, Angela is very new to Australian society, during the in-
terview, she had only been in Australia for a year. She said, “There is
no difference whether Singapore or Australian teachers; we are the
same, we teach the same way!” Angela denied any cultural differences

between her and the local Australian teachers.

Then we have Kate, who said, “I still believe in the good old Asian
values. [ sincerely think that local students need to learn more about
Asian resilience and tenacity to strive for excellence, not just scrape
through.” Here, Kate shows that she is a strong advocate for her origi-

nal values and ethnocultural identity.
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Then we have Anusha, who has lived in Australia for 15 years. She
says, “You don’t have to be Australian-centric or Indian-centric. The
world is out there, and there is no right or wrong. We just look at is-
sues differently.” You can see that Anusha has moved into the stage
where she accepted that there are differences and that’s fine. There is
nothing wrong with it. There’s no right or wrong. We just look at

things differently.

Michiko is another teacher who has been in Australia for quite a long
time. She said, “Wherever you teach, what is most important is your
relationship with students. So it’s learning about your students and
working on building good relationships with them.” For Michiko, build-
ing good relationships with students and adapting our teaching to stu-

dents’ needs is the most important thing.

‘Sense of Belonging’ as an overarching theme

The three sub-themes culminated in the overarching theme of a ‘sense
of belonging’. As a recap of our original findings, we identified three
sub-themes: professional identity, vulnerability, and intercultural per-
spective. In my findings, I discovered that these three sub-themes led

to the theme of a sense of belonging.

We can see that the desire to belong came through strongly in partici-
pants’ words. For example, Angela “often tried to be part of the con-
versation but breaking into the culture here has not been easy, and she

still finds myself being an outsider in school.” Rehvinder said that she
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felt “treated differently” , “not part of them” , and “not belonging in
the school” . Anusha often claims that she is an outsider and that she
doesn’t get caught up with the politics of the people in the school. She
always views it from an outsider’s perspective and doesn’t really feel as

though she is part of the school.

The experiences of not belonging is also echoed by the participants.
For example, Angela shared this story in our interview: “One morning,
on my way to school, my car broke down on the freeway. I didn’t think
I would make it to school on time. I wanted to call somebody in
school to tell them. Then it suddenly dawned on me that I have no

one to call.”

Nara, our young Japanese teacher, also shared with us her experiences
in school, which made her feel that she didn’t belong. “I approached
the administrative staff to ask about applying for leave, she asked me
to email my questions to her. When I didn’t respond to her immedi-
ately, she asked if I understood English even though I just spoke to her
in English. Then she explained her instructions again. This time, she

deliberately spoke slowly and accented her words.”

In theorising our findings, we found that the three sub-themes: profes-
sional identity, vulnerability and intercultural perspective contribute to
participants’ sense of belonging, and that sense of belonging is the un-
derlying factor that drives professional adaptation among our partici-

pants.
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‘Fitting in and Blending in’

There are several implications for our findings. First, the idea of fitting
in and blending in. Do we want the immigrant teachers to fit into the
school community or blend into the school community? These are very
different concepts. If immigrant teachers were to fit in, it would mean
that the schools do not change anything, but the immigrant teachers
would need to change themselves to fit into the school. This is synony-
mous with fitting a piece of a puzzle into an available space to com-
plete the overall picture. For example, this could involve utilising im-
migrant teachers to address the existing teacher shortage in specific
subject areas or to make up the numbers. The school culture doesn’t
change. But when immigrant teachers blend in, it is like adding milk to
coffee. The coffee’s colour changes and the unique flavour of the milk
enriches the taste. Hence, the quality of the drink improves. When we
have immigrant teachers blending into the school community, they
bring their expertise to the school; they also bring their culture and
perspective to enrich the overall school community. This enhances the
learning experience for students and the school’s organisational envi-

ronment.

Next, we also found that professional adaptation has to be viewed as a
two-way process, not just immigrant teachers trying to fit in or blend
into the school environment. What has the school done to support pro-
fessional adaptation? This needs to be further explored. The immigrant
teachers in our study didn’t mention much about how the school has

supported their adaptation process.
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We also need to ask what immigrant teachers should do to enhance
their own adaptation. We also do not know how school staff and lead-
ers view immigrant teachers. Although it may be challenging to get
school staff and leaders to participate in such a study, knowledge about

this aspect will be important to gain a more holistic picture.

We also found that in many cases, immigrant teachers are being pi-
geonholed to do certain cultural things. For example, one of our par-
ticipants, Marilyn, said that the principal asked her to be in charge of
Racial Harmony Day every year, even though that is not something she
wants to do. Another participant, Renuka, said that she was often
asked to communicate with the parents of immigrant students. The
thing is, immigrant teachers were not asked whether they would like to

do such work; they are just being given their jobs.

Lastly, not all immigrant teachers wanted to be treated differently. For
example, Kate said that she does not want them (her school leaders
and colleagues) to think or do anything differently for her. She just
wants to blend in quietly and does not want them to think that she is
different from them. I do not want them to give me special treatment.
This shows that sometimes, immigrant teachers just want to be ac-

cepted as who they are when they join the school community.

We started this presentation by looking at cultural diversity in the Aus-
tralian classroom and what it means. With the increasing diversity of
students and teachers, does this mean that we have to rethink our cur-

riculum to include a more global and multicultural perspective? It is

(19)



Harnessing immigrant teachers in Australia
—Addressing teacher shortage and diversifying the teaching workforce— : Yip, Sun Yee

also timely to review our classroom pedagogies. Are they culturally re-
sponsive? Are they inclusive? Lastly, how do you ensure that assess-
ment is fair and equitable for all students, despite their diversity and

background?

Our published articles, listed below, provide more details about this

study, its findings, implications, and recommendations.
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