
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Educational Change (2023) 24:971–993
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-022-09476-0

1 3

Teacher attributions of workload increase in public sector 
schools: Reflections on change and policy development

Meghan Stacey1  · Susan McGrath‑Champ2  · Rachel Wilson3 

Accepted: 23 November 2022 / Published online: 6 January 2023 
© Crown 2023

Abstract
In education systems around the globe influenced by neoliberalism, teachers com-
monly experience reforms which emphasise local responsibility and accountability. 
Teachers additionally work within what has been described as an era of social accel-
eration and associated “fast policy”, with a perceived increase in the pace of reform. 
In this article, we present data drawn from a large (N = 18,234) survey of Australian 
public-school teachers’ work. Analysis of both quantitative and qualitative reports 
indicates a widespread teacher perception of workload increase from 2013 to 2017, 
and the attribution of such increase to the introduction of policy initiatives includ-
ing, but not limited to, school autonomy reform. Our findings have implications for 
education policy in Australia and beyond, with an erosion of teacher trust suggesting 
the need for more sustainable and consultative forms of “slow democracy” in educa-
tion policy.
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According to Ball et al., (2012, p. 141), school education today takes place within 
a “climate of policy overload and initiativitis—in a period of constant reform and 
incitement to improve.” In this article, we explore teachers’ experiences of policy 
change in public-school education. We achieve this through examining teachers’ 
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perceptions and lived experience of change to their work and workload, as well 
as how they attribute the cause of such change, connecting and extending debates 
regarding school autonomy, teacher accountability, and teacher workload. In doing 
so, we put forward an analysis which draws together related but heretofore disparate 
conceptual devices around temporality in policy, located within a broader theoretical 
context of social acceleration (Rosa, 2003).

Teachers’ work and workload over the period 2013 to 2017 in the state of New 
South Wales (NSW), Australia provides the empirical forum through which we 
examine public-school teachers’ experience of policy change. During this time, the 
“Local Schools, Local Decisions” (LSLD) autonomy and devolution reforms (NSW 
DEC, 2011) —along with a range of other state and federal policy affecting teach-
ers—were in operation.

In what follows, we present further background regarding the reform context in 
NSW during the five-year period from 2013 to 2017. We explore literature from 
Australia and around the globe regarding governance reform in public education 
systems, as well as that documenting changes to teacher workload. Subsequently 
we outline our conceptual framework for the article, constructed around ideas of 
social acceleration, “fast policy”, and policy “layering”. We then detail our research 
methods before presenting our results and discussion. Ultimately, we argue that this 
article makes two key contributions. First, teachers report experiencing heightened 
workload via ongoing policy shifts, such that “policy” is being perceived as syn-
onymous with “change”. This may have significant ramifications for future policy 
implementation and workplace relations between teachers and their government 
employer. Second, we seek to contribute to theoretical developments in critical pol-
icy studies by drawing together a range of related conceptual devices for considering 
teachers’ experience of policy change.

Background

Teachers in the Australian state of NSW have been subject to a wide range of 
reforms over the past ten years. These include, for example, changes to funding 
structures at both federal and state level,1 a move to a national curriculum, the intro-
duction of new literacy and numeracy programs (NSW DEC, 2017), and the insti-
tution of new record-keeping procedures for student assessment (NSW Education 
Standards Authority, 2019). One particularly substantial change during this period 
was the shift to a new mode of school autonomy via the LSLD initiative. In this 
section, we consider the research literature relating to change and reform in public 
education, both in Australia and globally; and the growing body of research around 
work demands and workload in teaching.

1 In Australia, school education is a residual power of the states and territories. As such, it is the states 
which have primary responsibility over the funding of public schools.
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Change and reform in public education

Autonomy reform, where the running of state schools is purportedly “freed up” at 
the local level, has been an international trend in education, for instance through the 
Academy model in England (Chitty, 2013) or charter schools in the United States 
(Ravitch, 2010). Research in Australia has examined whether autonomy promotes 
or undermines particular forms of justice. Keddie (2017) argues that while school 
autonomy reforms can support political, cultural and economic justice in better 
responding to the needs of local communities, it can also undermine social jus-
tice by variously silencing and privileging different voices. Principals’ capacity for 
“moral leadership” is therefore key (Keddie et al., 2018), so that autonomy does not 
“fracture” relationships between and within school communities (Fitzgerald et  al., 
2018; Holloway & Keddie, 2019).

Part of understanding the operation of autonomy, then, includes exploration of 
the effects such policy approaches can have on principals and teachers—and whether 
and how such impacts can and should be resisted (Gobby et al., 2018). Indeed the 
“companion” of autonomy, within neoliberal governance approaches at least, tends 
to be found in centralised modes of accountability (Hashim et al., 2021). According 
to Ball et al., (2012, p. 9), “much education policy making has been appropriated by 
the central state in the determination to control, manage and transform education … 
even if this sometimes involves the appearance of giving away control and enhanc-
ing autonomy”. While the “problem of the unaccountable teacher” (Thompson & 
Cook, 2014, p. 700) is not new, its particular shape and prominence has been reartic-
ulated in current governance models. Autonomy reform is counter-balanced by pro-
cesses of “responsibilisation”, driving responsibility for the outcomes of education 
to local levels (including teachers), and establishing particular policy technologies 
to encode and measure these outcomes. Such “autonomous” systems thereby argu-
ably continue “the reliance on, yet suspicion of, the teacher” (Thompson & Cook, 
2014, p. 704) in new ways. This contradictory combination of effects is what is often 
referred to as “remote control” governance (Connell, 2013) or “steering at a dis-
tance” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 119). As Ball (1990, p. 68) put it, writing thirty 
years ago in the context of autonomy reform in England, while matters such as the 
curriculum may be made “national”, “accountability is now firmly local”.

Sometimes, there is a direct relation between autonomy and accountability, for 
instance in the institution of principal reporting mechanisms within their new budget 
“freedoms” under LSLD. However, accountability can also be heightened in ways 
that do not directly relate to specific autonomy reforms, and in this article, we are 
more interested in the increasing (performative) accountability climate overall. Rel-
evant here, for instance, has been the introduction of national standardised testing 
in Australia via the National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy (or 
NAPLAN), with school results published online; as well as accreditation processes 
that require the presentation of evidence of one’s teaching against prescribed stand-
ards. Such shifts, it has been argued, can lead to teachers holding narrowly-defined 
performance objectives through the rise of what Wilkins et  al. (2020) describe as 
“the neo-performative teacher”. The collection of evidence and data in proof of 
teaching work is something that is arguably a growing expectation of teachers today 
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(Hardy, 2015; Talbot, 2016). Indeed, research suggests that teachers find the need 
to provide evidence of what they do to be a substantial component of their work, as 
work demands compromise their capacity to work in the best interests of their stu-
dents (Stacey et al., 2022). An exploration into the perceived origins of, and changes 
in these work demands over time is therefore warranted.

Teacher and principal workload

Reports of increasing workload in schools have come from around Australia, with 
a series of union-affiliated reports across the states of Western Australia, Victoria, 
Queensland, Tasmania and New South Wales (see Gavin et al., 2022 for a synthesis 
of these reports). A further union-affiliated report in NSW shows that, unsurpris-
ingly, workload increased yet further under the imposts of the 2020 COVID19 pan-
demic (Wilson et al., 2020). It is interesting to note this plethora of primarily union-
led interest in issues of workload, which corroborates such measures as the NSW 
state-run “People Matters” survey which found 60% of teachers reporting unaccep-
table levels of work stress in 2019, very high compared to 39% for the public sector 
overall (NSW Public Service Commission, 2019).

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s Teach-
ing and Learning International Survey (TALIS) measured change between 2013 and 
2018, roughly the same period of time explored in this article. According to the most 
recent TALIS results, globally, teachers spent fewer total hours on “general adminis-
trative work” in 2018 than in 2013 (OECD, 2018). However, this is not true in Aus-
tralia, where teachers spend an above-average amount of their time on such work, 
a proportion of time which did not decline but stayed about the same. Meanwhile, 
hours worked overall appear to have increased (Thomson & Hillman, 2019), and 
are above average when compared internationally (OECD, 2018). When asked about 
preferred priorities of government in the management of their work, it is notable 
that “reducing teachers’ administrative load by recruiting more support staff” was 
the most popular option for Australian teachers, but ranked fourth when considered 
across the OECD—yet still seen as “of high importance” by 55% of OECD respond-
ents (OECD, 2019). Thus, while issues around workload are particularly prominent 
in Australia, they are also found elsewhere. Global reports of unmanageable teacher 
and principal workload beyond TALIS and the OECD are also emerging, including 
in New Zealand (Bridges & Searle, 2011), South Korea (Kim, 2019), the Republic 
of Ireland (Morgan & Craith, 2015), and the UK (Burrow et al., 2020). The research 
findings we report upon here are therefore likely to have resonance internationally.

A range of conceptual framings have been brought to understanding the question 
of teacher workload. Change to, and increase in, what teachers “do” in their day-
to-day work has been argued, for instance, to lead to a need for teachers to perform 
“triage” in their work, leaving some activities ultimately incomplete (Stacey et al., 
2022). This has meant a need to pick and choose, where possible, which work to 
do and not do, with work more directly connected to the classroom generally being 
more valued but with this decision not always an easy one to make (e.g. Ball, 2003). 
Workload has also been explored via the “intensification thesis” as a conceptual 
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lens (e.g. Stone-Johnson, 2016; Fitzgerald et al., 2019). Examinations of intensifica-
tion in Australian teachers’ work have a considerable history (e.g. Connell, 1985), 
with researchers arguing that teachers have been required to work longer and harder, 
subject to external pressures and without the necessary time and resources. Com-
plementing literature on intensification, Thompson and Cook (2017, p. 29) draw on 
Deleuze to argue that “perceptions and experiences of time, and subjectivity itself” 
for teachers also require attention. Thompson and Cook explore qualitative accounts 
from teachers and principals explaining their experience of their work as the bounds 
of working time become increasingly permeable. The authors identify “two specific 
manifestations” of time for teachers:

First, the idea that there is not enough time to teach, which is a perception 
that there is more teaching to be done than is possible to do properly because 
of how these reforming assemblages have reconstituted what counts as “good 
teaching”. Second, and related to the former, is a sense of being out of time, 
or that the temporal rhythms that have habitually been associated with teach-
ing as an ethical practice of disciplined care, are being reconfigured through a 
reinterpretation of care diffracted through testing (Thompson & Cook, 2017, 
pp. 33–34).

Thompson and Cook (2017), and Fitzgerald et al. (2019) are concerned mostly 
with how time is experienced on the ground in schools—including, in the case of 
Fitzgerald et  al. (2019), as impacted by devolutionary structures. In this article, 
while we are still concerned with devolution as a key aspect of the current policy 
settlement, we are more concerned with reflections on the overall experience of 
recent policy shifts. Our conceptual framework for making this exploration is pro-
vided in the next section.

Conceptual framework: perceived change and education policy

Rosa (2003) identifies three categories of acceleration—technological acceleration, 
acceleration of social change, and acceleration of the pace of life. In this article, we 
are primarily interested in the second category, the perception “that rates of change 
themselves are changing” (Rosa, 2003, p. 7). A focus on “variation in the pace of 
change” (Fawcett, 2018, p. 549) is an aspect of social acceleration theory which, 
according to Fawcett, has seen comparatively less examination in the literature. It 
is nevertheless an important one, for “how institutions and agents perceive, interact, 
manage and adapt to change … has implications for the future of governance and 
democratic participation” (Fawcett, 2018, p. 549).

Fawcett (2018, p. 557) links subjective experiences of social acceleration as 
outlined by Rosa (2003) with theories of governance around “fast policy”. A pri-
mary focus within the literature on fast policy has been its spatial dimensions, 
for instance through diffusion and take-up of “global policy models” across and 
within nation states (Peck & Theodore, 2015). Yet if “ideas circulate at a much 
faster rate” (Fawcett, 2018, p. 557) then it follows that attempts at policy change 
may also be experienced as more frequent. Policy is both decontextualized and 
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rushed, with “the need for highly visible political action … [overriding] the need 
for a comprehensive approach to reform” (Lewis & Hogan, 2019, p. 1). Lewis and 
Hogan (2019, p. 14) thereby identify a “new policy temporality” with govern-
ment groups “increasingly driven by the rationale of a fast, ultra-connected pol-
ity, in which schooling reform is regularly demanded and ‘quick-fix’ solutions are 
putatively needed”. Thus, while in Fawcett’s (2018) view, both “fast” and “slow” 
approaches to politics have their time and place, perhaps a more common argu-
ment within critical education policy literature has been that fast policymaking 
is unhelpful and inappropriate in the context of education (e.g. Lewis & Hogan, 
2019), being antithetical to careful consideration and thought. Related themes 
have been taken up by Rizvi and Lingard (2010, p. 20), for whom educational 
policy and educational change have almost become synonymous. This does not 
necessarily mean that “real” change or reform is indeed achieved, however; it is 
arguably “a problem with the current time of education policy-making … that 
it brings about change without producing real difference” (Thompson & Cook, 
2014, p. 712). It is change for the sake of change; change as an achievement or 
policy “move” in and of itself.

An increased pace of change via “fast policymaking” may take the form of what 
has been described as “policy layering”. According to Howlett et al. (2018, p. 137), 
“layering is a process whereby new goals and instruments are simply added to an 
existing regime without abandoning previous ones, typically leading to both incoher-
ence amongst the goals and inconsistency with respect to instruments used”. Policy 
design rarely begins “de novo” (Howlett et al., 2018, p. 139), after all. Pinto (2015, 
p. 143) explores the phenomenon of “policy layering” in Ontario, there described as 
“assemblages of related or unrelated policy that directs practice in schools”. Over 
time, layers accumulate, with educators left responsible for simultaneously enact-
ing multiple policies. Capano notes, however, that layering is not necessarily always 
about change; instead, layering can also be thought of as “a mode of designing insti-
tutions through which policy-makers intervene additively with the existing institu-
tional arrangements to affect related behaviours to achieve specific, desired results” 
(Capano, 2019, p. 594). Seeing layering as design may, however, also be somewhat 
optimistic. As Ball et al. note, policy in schools may be “reviewed and revised as 
well as sometimes dispensed with or simply just forgotten” (Ball et al., 2012, p. 4), 
subsumed within the layers. Indeed, layering is directly relevant to workload, given 
the sense of accumulation and “adding to” that it conveys. While workload is not a 
simple equation of additional tasks necessarily equalling additional time in the same 
way for everyone, for the school leaders in Pinto’s (2015, p. 145) ethnographic study 
of policy layering, “all expressed that the volume of policies was overwhelming”. 
As Ball et al., (2012, p. 9) put it, in such a climate:

[s]chools and teachers are expected to be familiar with, and able to enact, 
multiple (and sometimes contradictory) policies that are planned for them 
by others and they are held accountable for this task. However…individual 
policies and policy makers do not normally take account of the complex-
ity of institutional policy enactment environments. It is simply assumed 
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that schools can and will respond, and respond quickly, to multiple policy 
demands and other expectations. Policy is easy, enactments are not.

Indeed, Rizvi and Lingard (2010, p. 19) note that intended and unintended con-
sequences arise from policy, and escalating workload may be one of the latter. 
For instance both Pinto (2015) and Ball et  al. (2012) argue that the effect, if not 
the intention, of such heightened policy imposition can be to stifle opposition, as 
those on the receiving end are too busy implementing policy to resist it. Shergold 
(2015), in reviewing Australian government processes, recommended that policy 
advice should envisage and set out potential unforeseen and unintended conse-
quences, building implementation plans into policy design to minimise unintended 
consequences.

In making this exploration of teachers’ reflections on policy change, we bring 
together ideas about social acceleration as a subjective theory regarding how time is 
perceived and experienced, with literature concerned with theories of governance, 
such as “fast policy” and “policy layering”. The link between the experiences of 
teachers and what is decided by education policy-makers can be understood by draw-
ing on scholarship around policy technologies and policy enactment. Ball (2003) has 
argued that policy change can impact how teachers understand themselves and what 
it means to be a teacher. Regarding experiences of being subject to education policy 
in England at the turn of the 21st Century, Ball (2003, p. 220) writes:

There is a flow of changing demands, expectations and indicators that makes 
one continually accountable and constantly recorded. We become ontologi-
cally insecure: unsure whether we are doing enough, doing the right thing, 
doing as much as others, or as well as others, constantly looking to improve, to 
be better, to be excellent. And yet it is not always very clear what is expected.

These uncertainties, Ball argues, are largely internalised, giving rise to self-doubt 
and personal anxiety, and there is thus “an emotional status dimension” (p. 221) to 
teachers’ response to policy change. More recent work of Ball (2012, p. 625) and 
colleagues highlights the ways in which teachers do not simply receive but enact 
policy; they are “positioned differently and take up different positions in relation to 
policy”. Modes of governance are thereby connected in complex and varied ways 
with the experiences and perspectives of the subjects of that governance. This rela-
tionship may be particularly evident when we consider Rosa’s (2003, p. 26) concept 
of “desynchronization”, where “not all subsystems are equally capable of accelera-
tion”, and rifts can form across different parts of the system. From this perspec-
tive, it is possible that changes introduced at state and national government levels, 
may not be felt to match the “pace” or capacity for acceleration at local levels. As 
Rosa (2015, p. 17) writes, there is a danger of “arrhythmia”, a sense of being out 
of step with time or feeling as though one is in the “wrong time”, perhaps with val-
ues belonging to previous iterations of public education, resonating with the “values 
schizophrenia” identified by Ball (2003). This may go some way to understanding 
teachers’ communication of policy “burnout” or fatigue, as has also been discerned 
elsewhere (such as in Ireland—Morgan & Craith, 2015).
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To summarise, in this article we understand the relationship between the key con-
cepts introduced above, of social acceleration, fast policy and policy layering, as 
follows. We propose that an experience of social acceleration is evident through a 
perception of increased rates of policy change, with this “fast policy” often taking 
the form of policy “layering”, and with particular implications for workload, as we 
outline above.

Within this conceptual framework, the questions we aim to address in this paper 
are:

1. How do teachers reflect on changes to their work over the period 2013–2017?
2. How do teachers reflect on the role of policy in relation to these changes?

From our research findings below, we argue that the considerable sweep of recent 
reforms is understood by respondents as related to an increased rate of change within 
an “accelerated” and “accelerating” society, through multiple, sometimes constant 
and sometimes contradictory or conflicting policy “layers”.

Methods

In this section, we present the methods used for gathering and analysing the sur-
vey questionnaire data upon which our arguments draw. Conducted in 2018 with 
full institutional ethical approval, the survey questionnaire was commissioned by the 
teachers’ union for public schools in NSW, the NSW Teachers Federation (NSWTF). 
The survey was devised by the research team and distributed by the NSWTF to their 
members2 along with information about the study to ensure informed participation, 
following which the team conducted independent analysis of the results. Garnering 
responses from 18,234 out of all 54,202 members of the union (a response rate of 
33.6%), the data source can be considered quite comprehensive. This is additionally 
so given the high membership rate of the union, representing over 80% of the state’s 
public-school teachers (NSWTF, 2017). The questionnaire as a whole was designed 
to explore: (a) the teaching, learning and other activities currently undertaken in 
schools; (b) how these different kinds of work were evaluated by teachers; (c) how 
work (nature and quantum) was perceived to have changed over the past five years; 
(d) the effects of these changes; and (e) actions or strategies that might be taken to 
support work in schools. The data reported below relate to teachers’ retrospective 
perceptions of policy change over the immediately preceding period and their reflec-
tions on possible drivers of change, collected through a single-wave survey, rather 
than a longitudinal measure of change between two time-points.

In this paper we investigate in depth aspects of the survey that included refer-
ence to the role of state and federal policy initiatives, and teachers’ experiences 
of these changes.3 While survey items make mention of particular forms of policy 

2 To ensure confidentiality of member contact information.
3 Broad overall results of the questionnaire were reported to the Union (McGrath-Champ et al., 2018).
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requirements, such as administrative work or new syllabus documents, specific poli-
cies are not engaged with. As noted by Ball et al. (2012), policy research frequently 
focuses on singular policy texts or suites, which can elide the complexity of the 
overall policy-suite. The items we report on were instead intended to gather a broad, 
rather than especially specific, view of current policy-related work in schools. As 
such, we primarily report on part “c”, and some aspects of parts “a”, “d” and “e” of 
the survey as outlined above, to document teachers’ retrospectively reported changes 
in workload over the previous five years, and their reflections which, we found, 
attribute this to largely administrative, policy-driven requirements.

Data relevant to answering these inquiry questions include quantitative items 
across the survey, as well as two specific open-ended questions directed at all 
respondents: the first (n = 8575) requesting that participants “comment on any 
changes to your workload over the last 5  years (2013–2017)”; and the second 
(n = 5427) to “provide any other ideas you think would support you in your work”. 
Given the large numbers who responded to these questions, thematic analysis of 
a random sample of responses was an appropriate approach. Random samples of 
300 respondents were generated for each open-ended question. The samples were 
checked and confirmed as having representative proportions of comments and the 
full dataset was scanned alongside the samples to determine that the nature of com-
ments in the samples were indicative of the full qualitative dataset. The samples 
were then analysed inductively to produce key themes (Ezzy, 2003). Each question 
was initially coded by one member of the research team, with researchers then meet-
ing to discuss and share the codes derived. This process enabled us to identify and 
cross-check themes which featured consistently across questions (common codes 
here included, e.g. ‘administration’ and ‘accountability’), whilst maintaining the 
integrity of the analysis process for each particular question (e.g., the question on 
change over time featured commentary on ‘new responsibilities’ and (reductions or 
a lack of change in) ‘support’, while the question on strategies to manage workload 
featured commentary on a need for ‘resources’ and ‘trust, respect, esteem for the 
profession’). Qualitative data were understood as complementary to the quantitative 
data gathered, functioning as a space for participants to confirm and extend their 
quantitative reports. All data were rendered anonymous at the point of collection. 
Qualitative data are reported with a numerical identifier of that record. Quantitative 
data are reported using the findings from descriptive statistical analysis produced in 
SPSS.

The sample included a range of: levels of school (primary and secondary), socio-
economic/educational family status, locations (metropolitan, regional and remote), 
teaching and learning roles (all tertiary-qualified teachers, and school leaders), expe-
rience levels (early-, mid- and late-career stage), employment types (permanent, 
fixed-term/temporary, ‘casual’4) and employment fraction (full-time, part-time). 
Whilst the effects of temporary employment have been discerned from this dataset 
(McGrath-Champ et al., 2022a), generally the phenomena examined in this article 

4 In ’casual’ work, a teacher is employed on a day-to-day basis to meet relief needs within the school. In 
some contexts, this is referred to as ‘substitute’ (USA) or ‘supply’ (UK).
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are understood to not be highly differentiated across these sample parameters. In 
the presentation of results below, we refer to “respondents” as the entirety of the 
respondent group, with specific roles such as “teachers” or “principals” only identi-
fied where data has been thus disaggregated.

Findings

In this section, we first provide data concerning the changing demands teachers 
reported alongside their perceptions of changes in support. Second, we provide data 
on the sources to which teachers attribute workload changes, derived from both 
direct statements about workload as well as in respondents’ election of strategies for 
managing workload. We incorporate both quantitative and qualitative data across the 
sections that follow.

Changing demands and support for teachers’ work

Teachers’ working hours are considerable, with classroom teachers reporting an 
average of 55 h per week during term (Gavin et  al., 2022), and principals/deputy 
principals an average of 62 h. Respondents to the survey also note that this overall 
quantum of hours is somewhat new. Respondents were asked to report changes to 
their work over the past five years (from 2013 to 2017), identifying a significant 
growth in overall hours, with 87% reporting an increase over this period, as well as 
increases in: complexity (95%); range of activities (85%); the collection, analysis 
and reporting of data (96%); and administrative tasks (97%). Here it is relevant to 
note that vast numbers of classroom teachers remain in the same role for longer than 
five years and a length of experience does not automatically entail increased respon-
sibility. While it is possible that career progression may mean, over five years, some 
respondents take on more senior roles, this is through a teacher specifically seeking 
a “promotions position”. Career advancement may involve new tasks and greater 
complexity for a worker, however, effective labour market “matching” between jobs 
and suitable candidates means this does not necessarily entail enduring increase in 
workload. “Progression” alone is very unlikely to account for the reported workload 
increases.

Indeed, respondents report work related to central policy requirements as consti-
tuting a significant portion of their overall work—not so much that it is done daily, 
but every week or at a frequency that is less than weekly. For instance, in the sec-
tion of the survey where respondents marked off frequency of activities undertaken 
from a provided list, “working on accreditation-related requirements” is reported as 
being in the top ten activities undertaken every week. Respondents also identify the 
following activities as being in the top ten work activities done less frequently than 
weekly (such as fortnightly or more intermittently than weekly):

• Reporting of student attainment information to external authorities,
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• Work associated with the School Excellence Framework, including self-assess-
ment and external validation,

• Responding to and dealing with NESA [state regulatory authority] requirements 
in relation to curriculum, accreditation and inspections,

• Providing evidence of implementing NSW departmental policies and proce-
dures, and

• Data collection analysis and reporting associated with state-wide strategies.

Interestingly, all of these policy-related activities were negatively evaluated 
by respondents as being unimportant/unnecessary, not needing more time and 
resources, being time-consuming and cumbersome, and/or focused on compliance 
rather than teaching and learning.

In tandem with the increases in this work undertaken by respondents are their 
reports of reduced support. Head teachers, principals and assistant principals 
were the groups most likely to report decreases in the level of support received 
from the NSW Department of Education. The response patterns in relation to 
Departmental support are reported, in full, in Table  1. Here the pattern shows 
staff are split between reporting no change or a decrease in support. Very low 
proportions (between 8 and 12%) report that departmental support has increased.

The most dominant theme in responses to the open-ended question (“com-
ment on any changes to your work over the past 5 years (2013–2017)”), focused 
on administrative requirements. Respondents described the increase in these 
demands, with one stating that “administrative tasks and record keeping has more 
than doubled in the past 5 years” (#6734085759). In focus here is the changing 
nature of work as well as its increase in quantity, with frequent references to 
“paperwork”: “there is way too much paperwork” (#6782272421); “the amount 
of paperwork required is ridiculous” (#6733036573). “Admin” was often linked 
by respondents to accountability mechanisms, identifying an “increase in irrel-
evant administration related to teacher accountability” (#6707701557) with “the 
greatest change” being “the amount and importance of … box-ticking style evalu-
ation and oversight processes” (#6704995007) with “accountability in program-
ming and collection of data” becoming “extreme” (#6721509510). “Admin” is 
considered as a theme distinct from other potential accountability mechanisms, 
for example concerns about “executive observation” leading to a sense of “feeling 
watched” and “feeling criticised” (#6763815151).

Another common theme expressed a lack, or reduction, of central supports. 
While respondents reported that demands have increased, consistent with the 
quantitative findings, qualitative accounts also articulated that the level of sup-
port they were receiving either had not changed, or had decreased. About half 
of all qualitative comments that addressed the issue of support suggested that it 
had decreased. One respondent recalled that they “used to have a team of peo-
ple in district/regional office who we knew by name and provided great sup-
port for schools” but that this “appears to have disappeared” (#6757602772). 
Other respondents simply noted that what was available was felt to be unhelp-
ful or inadequate (“many more policies and rule requirements … most support 
[was] simply … more information thrown at us” (#6720603224)), while some 
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noted that supports had only stayed the same despite increasing demands: “the 
demands on staff have increased yet we’ve not had increased support to assist 
us” (#6708395150); there is “more paperwork, preparation, higher expectations 
[but] less and less time given [and] we’re just expected to magically make it hap-
pen” (#6750183523)—“more is expected with a ‘suck it up or move on’ atti-
tude” (#6721562094). This situation is summarised by a respondent as one where 
“society and education administrators are trying to make education work under a 
business model” (#6718535272). Another commented that there seems to be “no 
time to consolidate and apply new knowledge before a new “improved” version is 
introduced and proficiency demanded!” (#6733794660).

Both the quantitative and qualitative findings provide clear evidence that teach-
ers have experienced an increase in workload, alongside diminished support towards 
accomplishing what is asked of them. How teachers attribute this increase in work 
demands is the focus of the next section.

Teacher attributions of workload change and workload management strategies

Respondents directly attribute workload change to government initiatives. This is 
evident, for instance, in items that queried which elements of work might hinder 
teaching and learning. A very large majority of respondents reported (agree/strongly 
agree) teaching and learning to be hindered by their high workload (89%), having to 
provide evidence of compliance with policy requirements (86%), and new adminis-
trative demands introduced by the Department (91%) (see Table 2).

We note the overlap in these items: administrative demands (3) and compliance 
with policy (2) clearly, in the view of these respondents at least, form part of work-
load overall (1)—as the findings presented in the previous section indicate. Con-
flicting demands of administrative and paperwork work, versus teaching and learn-
ing work, was reported most strongly by classroom and specialist teachers (91%) 

Table 2  Work reported to hinder teaching and learning

Is teaching and learning hindered by: Strongly 
disagree 
(%)

Disagree (%) Neutral (%) Agree (%) Strongly 
agree 
(%)

A high workload among staff? 1 3 7 37 52
The extent and processes of provid-

ing evidence of compliance with 
policy requirements?

1 3 10 36 50

New, specifically administrative, 
demands introduced by the Depart-
ment over the past 5 years?

1 1 7 31 60
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and head teachers and assistant principals (92%). Pertinent to this finding of conflict 
between system and classroom demands are two further questions asked in the sur-
vey: whether respondents feel their work is valued by the education department on 
the one hand, and by society at large on the other. Only 17% of classroom teach-
ers (strongly/) agreed that “the Department of Education values my work”, with a 
very large 44% (strongly/) disagreeing, and 40% selecting “neutral”. This pattern of 
responses was similar for other roles (principals, specialist teachers, teaching con-
sultants). This distinctly contrasts with reports of how society values teachers’ work, 
with 30% of classroom teachers (strongly/) agreeing that “the teaching profession is 
valued in society”, where 46% (strongly/) disagreed, and 25% were “neutral” (see 
Fig. 1).5

The attribution of workload change to centralised policy initiatives is further evi-
denced by respondents’ ranking of strategies that may help to manage workload in 
the future (Table 3). Most of the eleven pre-identified strategies focus on areas of 
additional system support. The top-ranked strategy focusses on reduction in face-
to-face teaching time in order to increase time available for collaboration with col-
leagues. This strategy sits comfortably with the third highest, namely, providing 
more specialist teacher support for students with special needs. Both these strategies 
focus on additional relief/support to strengthen teaching and learning. These con-
trast with the remaining top-five ranked strategies, which variously reflect teachers’ 
desires for: elimination of unnecessary and cumbersome processes; more effective 

Fig. 1  Classroom teachers’ perceptions of valuing of their work by self, society and their employer 
(Department of Education) (% of total responses)

5 These data are pre-COVID-19 and the home schooling necessitated by the pandemic provided a closer 
parental ‘window’ onto teachers’ work though the longer-term effects of this on the valuing of teachers’ 
work is unclear.
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system-level planning to avoid imposing more demands; and ensuring consultation 
prior to any significant reform or initiative. The high ranking of these strategies by 
large numbers of NSW teachers suggests their collective analysis of the problem of 
workload increase has focused, not just on the challenges within their schools, but 
on the system frameworks that schools and teachers sit within. However, we also 
note that some strategies relating to “admin” support, via the hiring of additional 
staff, were lowly ranked and did not make it into the top five. That such strategies 
were ranked lower may indicate that respondents perceive the problem to be the 
requirements themselves more than who is being asked to complete them.

We also analysed qualitative data from the second open-ended question in the 
survey asking participants to expand on suggested “actions or strategies that might 
be taken to support work in schools”. Unlike the ranking activity, this question 
allowed respondents to describe any strategy they thought important or to clarify 
their response to the ranking list. Here we note—amongst calls for the general 
reduction of administrative work and increase of supports—a prevalence of com-
mentary directly focused on policy initiatives, including those coming from the 
NSW Department of Education. There was an expressed need for “more resources, 
more support staff, better implementation of systems—stop rushing to roll out initia-
tives that are not thought out and tested” (#6720525953). There was similarly a view 
that the Department “should stop changing things all the time. See how a change 
impacts before changing again” (#6748477500). Authorities should “choose one or 
two new initiatives, rather than several, for schools to implement at any time and 
allow teachers to become proficient in these before bringing in further initiatives” 
(#6749841177). Finally, one respondent stated a desire for “trust” that “teachers 
are capable of thinking for themselves and making complex decisions without the 
extraordinary layers of bureaucracy and political interference” (#6710718550). This 
complemented a more generally expressed sentiment across the open responses in 
the survey that there should be, as one respondent put it, “less paperwork to cover 
someone else’s butt further up the food chain” (#6734171350).

To summarise, our findings suggest a perception of overall increase in work 
demands alongside reduced support. Teacher respondents attribute these workload 
increases to state and federal policy and associated institutions. In the next section, 
we discuss these findings in light of existing research and our conceptual framework.

Table 3  Top five ranked strategies to address workload difficulties

Ranking Workload mitigation strategy

1 Reducing face-to-face teaching time for teachers, executives and teaching principals to 
increase collaboration on planning, programming, assessing, and reporting

2 Developing protocols for the collection/recording and analysis of data, to eliminate processes 
that are unnecessary/cumbersome/extremely time consuming

3 Providing more specialist teacher support for students with special needs
4 More effective system-level planning to prevent imposing competing workload demands on 

schools and/or unrealistic time frames
5 Providing more administrative and support staff to schools
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Discussion

Almost universally, respondents in this study perceived a change in workload, with a 
distinct increase over the five-year period from 2013 to 2017. This echoes concerns 
raised in research on teachers’ work and workload around Australia, and around 
the globe (OECD, 2019; Stone-Johnson, 2016; Thomson & Hillman, 2019). While 
TALIS data indicate that teachers’ overall working hours have increased, and that 
Australian teachers complete an above-average amount of administrative work, what 
the data presented in this article convey is that in NSW, specifically administrative 
work is also perceived to have increased. This coheres with literature on “datafica-
tion” in and of teaching (e.g. Hardy, 2015) and which map new requirements for 
documentation and “proving” of work, for instance through accreditation processes 
(Talbot, 2016). While change is not a bad thing, and nor is being accountable, these 
shifts could be questioned if they are impinging, as our data show, on key tasks 
within a teacher’s workday without a clear benefit. In this way, our findings connect 
with literature on both teacher workload, as well as datafication and accountability.

The data analysed here also speak to literature on autonomy and devolution, 
which as noted earlier, often works in tandem with heightened accountability. The 
evidence presented above indicates a perception among teachers that support pro-
vided by the Department for managing new initiatives has been reduced or is oth-
erwise inadequate. The loss of “mid-level” supports, noted particularly in qualita-
tive responses, reflects autonomy models elsewhere, such as in England (Ball, 
1990), and corroborates previous findings on the impact of devolution in Australia 
(Fitzgerald et al., 2018). It is therefore noteworthy that the questions in our survey 
asked respondents to consider how their work had changed over the past five years, 
a period of time that maps on to the introduction of major reforms in NSW, includ-
ing the LSLD initiative which sought to devolve greater responsibility for financial 
decisions and staffing to school principals. In the data we have presented, changes 
in workload were explicitly attributed to the introduction of new policies and initia-
tives during this period. The irony of this attribution in the context of a policy suite 
purportedly intended to “free up” the work of local actors in a political environ-
ment where “efficiency has become a kind of metavalue” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, 
p. 116), is stark. Indeed, as Crawford (2020) notes, the aim of LSLD to “reduce red 
tape” (one out of five goals of the policy) is one area which clearly has not been 
met (CESE, 2020). The failure of the LSLD policy led to its partial unwinding from 
2021, including a gesture by the Departmental employer via a new “Quality Time 
Program” (NSW Government, 2022a) to free up a small quantum of teachers’ “low-
value” administrative time, and with additional time for the initial implementation 
phase of a new curriculum announced in October 2022 (NSW Government, 2022b). 
Simultaneously, the NSW government has been asserting greater influence over cur-
riculum, with lesson planning described by the Department as a “tax” on teachers’ 
time (NSW Government, 2022c). Yet in our large data set teachers report this to be 
a core and deeply valued element of their work (Stacey et al., 2021). It appears that 
teachers experience the market/accountability mechanisms associated with auton-
omy reforms as problematic, perhaps more so than the autonomy reforms per se. 
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Here, it is necessary to distinguish between school autonomy, principal autonomy 
and teacher autonomy, as reforms that have endowed school and principal autonomy 
have not tended to foster teacher autonomy.

Additionally, the data suggest that we may not only see in this relationship a “pro-
found distrust” (Ball, 1990, p. 214) of teachers by the government, but conversely, 
deep distrust of the government by teachers. The widely-held perception by teach-
ers that their work is not valued by their employer and the state policy-maker, the 
Department of Education, was noted above (Fig. 1). It is highly likely that those who 
do not feel valued by their employer are also not likely to trust their employer. While 
this could be understood as a kind of worker dissatisfaction common across indus-
tries, the higher percentage of teacher respondents (nearly double) feeling valued by 
broader society disrupts any such rationalisation, and suggests a considerable dis-
juncture between employer and employee. It has long been understood that trust in 
the workplace is vital to good workplace performance, productivity and favourable 
working relations; and a dimension to which there has been much attention, not only 
in literature and theory, but also practice (Isaeva et al., 2019).

We acknowledge that the data we have presented in this article are retrospec-
tive and self-reported. While they are corroborated by a range of other data sources 
reflecting increases in amount and nature of work, our findings cannot necessarily 
be taken as “fact” and further research that tracks workload longitudinally, in addi-
tion to that documented by TALIS (OECD, 2019), would be beneficial. Similarly, 
the question of whether there have “objectively” been more policy changes during 
this time, or not, is not one this article can provide a definitive answer to, and again, 
could be a meritorious focus of further study. It is also true that, to some extent, 
most people would probably describe themselves as increasingly “busy” and as hard 
workers, within the teaching profession and beyond. This is, however, where our 
conceptual framework is of utility. Teachers’ perception of workload increase reso-
nates with experiences of an increasing pace of change in modernity (Rosa, 2003). 
The “truth” of this proposition seems, at the least, to be perceived by teachers, with 
“policy” becoming synonymous with change (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). However, 
this change is not necessarily “in time” with teachers themselves, conveying a dis-
juncture between what is being asked for, and what can be delivered, as demands 
are layered on top of one another. The data thereby also align with theories of 
governance that identify moves towards “fast policy” processes and policy “layer-
ing”. “Fast policy” is likely exacerbated through the delivery of publicly consum-
able “new policy” messages conveyed by news media which usually has remarkably 
short “newsworthiness”, and in Australia, is also fuelled by political (re-/)election 
cycles. Indeed, we note that the government’s recent efforts at addressing teacher 
time use, particularly in relation to curriculum implementation and lesson planning 
(NSW Government, 2022b, 2022c), have emerged mere months before a state elec-
tion is due. Additionally, the findings are consistent with other measures, including 
international (Thomson & Hillman, 2019) and Australian government (NSW Pub-
lic Service Commission, 2019) surveys which report increasing work demands and 
hours. This suggests that these “perceptions” are at least felt, and also reported, con-
sistently from an array of external sources. As the OECD (2019) study documents 



988 Journal of Educational Change (2023) 24:971–993

1 3

the issue of administrative load on teachers in numerous countries, insights from our 
study in Australia may inform research and practice in other locations.

Fawcett (2018) argues that there is a time and place for “fast” policy, for 
instance in crisis contexts. However, absent such crisis, we would argue in sup-
port for Saward’s call for “formal moments of delay” (2017, p. 374) to sup-
port “slow democracy”, as a part of how policy can be effectively designed so 
that “collective decisions are reached” (2017, p. 373). While the data presented 
above suggest ample resistance on the part of teachers to responsibilising policy 
shifts, with teachers calling upon the government to increase support and reduce 
demands in their work, it is worth noting that both Ball et al. (2012) in the UK 
and Pinto (2015) in Canada have identified the tendency for policy imposition on 
teachers to stifle resistance through work overload. In this way, teachers’ expres-
sion of “reform fatigue” in the data we present arguably constitutes “a form of 
resistance by those having to implement top-down policy”, even though it may be 
seen as a “form of intransigence by those wanting the policy implemented” (Rizvi 
& Lingard, 2010, pp. 20–21). Yet as Ball et al., (2012, pp. 138–139) state of their 
data:

what we might call resistance, a full-blown reflexively articulated confronta-
tion between agonistic discourses, is rare and fleeting – limited for example to 
moments of political or trade union action. In the mundane, in relation to the 
pressures of performance, in response to constant change, there is little space 
or time or opportunity to think differently or “against”.

Reinforcing the stifling effects of work overload has been the general shift 
from more militant union strategies of “resistance” to strategies of rapproche-
ment and renewal. While teacher unions may not necessarily embrace the neolib-
eral logic of policy reform, they commonly do not attempt to overtly confront or 
challenge it (Gavin, 2019). Our survey constitutes an exception: providing oppor-
tunity for “voice” (Wilkinson & Barry, 2016) in relation to workload was an articu-
lated NSWTF aim (McGrath-Champ et al., 2022b). Though completing the survey 
momentarily—and ironically—added to teachers’ “work”, it constituted a con-
duit for expression of concern and resistance, evident in the nature and extent of 
responses and the overwhelmingly large completion-rate. Scheduled deliberately 
just after the start of the school year, when workload is slightly less than at many 
other times, teachers embraced this research, and the indication of consequent 
union-action, as a ready-instrument for “voice” over adverse workload and policy 
effects. More recently, we note that discontent with workload escalation, stalled sal-
ary renegotiations and dire staff shortages have sparked “antagonistic discourse” 
(Ball, 2012) via brief but repeated industrial strikes in 2021–2022 (NSWTF & 
IEU, 2022). This then escalated to a nation-wide ministerial summit convened by 
the newly-elected centre/left-wing national government with intention to devise an 
“action plan” on teacher shortages (Worthington, 2022). While a policy response 
to issues raised by the profession is welcomed, this may impel yet more “layering” 
and “fast policy”. We note, for example, the controversial intention to provide “les-
son plans” for teachers in NSW as a means to address workload (NSW Government, 
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2022c), a move which contradicts the “strategies” teachers call for in this article, and 
which may therefore be more “fast policy”.

We also note that social acceleration is “not a steady process but evolves in waves 
… with each new wave meeting considerable resistance as well as partial reversals”. 
With each wave, “cries for deceleration in the name of human needs and values are 
voiced but eventually die down” (Rosa, 2003, p. 3). As such, while desynchroniza-
tion may result in some moments of pause, as perhaps reflected in the use respond-
ents made of this survey to air their concerns, these are temporary. As Rosa (2015, 
p. 117) writes:

As in an earthquake, not all layers (of the ground) shift at the same pace … 
the various realms of society move at different speeds, and individual oases 
of deceleration repeatedly form that, like stable rock ledges in an earthquake, 
promise a limited stability in rapidly changing surroundings.

It is, therefore, important to give ongoing attention to the current historical and 
political moment of neoliberalised education policy reform, as well as how this set-
tlement may be shifting.

Conclusion

With a less than certain destination, politics in modernity, argues Rosa (2003, pp. 
23–24), “loses its sense of direction” and “shifts to ‘muddling through’ … with 
increasingly temporary and provisional solutions”. In the case of NSW and its 
public-school teachers, such “solutions” are sometimes, but not necessarily always, 
temporary with many simply being added on top of one another, creating a “layer-
ing” effect. For Rosa, part of the dynamic when politics “loses its sense of direc-
tion” in this way, is to shift responsibility for decision-making elsewhere, including 
to the level of the individual. Policy-making in an age of acceleration is therefore 
tied to questions of decentralisation, accountability and responsibility; this resonates 
strongly with teachers’ perceptions of the shifts in their workload in NSW over the 
5 years 2013 to 2017. Teacher respondents in this study attributed their workload 
increases primarily to new government initiatives requiring additional paperwork 
and administrative efforts. Given the prevalence of autonomy models of schooling 
today, especially in England and the United States (Keddie, 2017) but also else-
where around the globe, these findings may also have significance beyond Australia.

Bringing together the theory of social acceleration and literature on theories 
of governance in education, such as autonomy reform and policy “layering”, is a 
key contribution of this article that is further enhanced through attention to recent 
empirical reports of workload increase. It is our view that working across these lit-
eratures enables a more detailed picture to emerge of how reform can be perceived 
and experienced. It also suggests a need for more attention to the temporal dimen-
sions (and consequences) of both global and local “fast policy”. Indeed we note that, 
as with studies of acceleration more generally, studies of education policy do not 
often consider stakeholders’ perceptions of change over time, an area ripe for fur-
ther research. Yet for the teachers in our study, it would seem that the very idea 
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of “policy” is becoming synonymous with “change”. We argue that acceleration of 
the pace of change, as an experiential condition, is reflected in teachers’ reports of 
a growing workload and attribution of this to policy change, an assessment which 
we have argued has some resonance with the identification of “fast policy” and 
policy “layering” as modes of education governance. This article makes a theoreti-
cal contribution to conceptualisations of policy development and change by linking 
these modes with subjective experiences of acceleration, speaking across a number 
of debates within the broader literature around education governance, rationalist 
approaches to policy development, individual subjectivity, and policy enactment “on 
the ground”.

Our analysis indicates some cause for concern, bringing the effects of “fast pol-
icy” processes into question. Regardless of whether or not it is objectively “true” 
that we are indeed seeing more frequent and numerous changes over shorter periods 
of time, teachers’ perceptions of this are important in their own right. While litera-
ture has argued that neoliberal reform reflects a lack of trust in teachers for many 
years (e.g. Ball, 1990), what our findings indicate is that the reciprocal may also be 
true: teachers perceive that they are not valued by their government employer and it 
is logical that teachers reciprocate with lack of trust in government. This sense of a 
rift between teachers and government may also reflect some resistance among teach-
ers in an age of competition and performativity; and may, in the long term be able 
to stir positive change in how policy is developed. Building on Saward (2017) and 
Shergold (2015), we argue for moves towards “slow democracy” in education, with 
consultation not only with key government groups but with teachers themselves, 
through a shift toward respectful and supportive—rather than onerous and responsi-
bilising—governance structures.
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