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As of February 2018, universities around
Australia have created almost 700 positions
for a new type of academic role, the Scholarly
Teaching Fellow (STF). Designed as a
pathway to job security for the sector’s casual
academics and a mechanism for extending
teaching capacity, the Scholarly Teaching
Fellows (STFs) were conceived through this
convergence of priorities in the previous
enterprise bargaining round.
New research undertaken as part of an Office of Learning
and Teaching Strategic Project shows that the outcomes
of the initiative have been varied. While the scale of the
initiative has been too small to have a direct impact on
casualisation, the positions have increased job security and
improved recognition of professional academic identity for
previous casuals.
They have also entailed challenges as the teachingintensive workload increases pressure on the health
and personal life of STFs without always fully resolving
ambiguities around career progression. The new role has
revealed sector-wide uncertainty about the definition of
scholarly teaching in the new regulatory environment
that have opened up broader questions about the nature
of scholarship and the future of traditional, balanced
teaching-and-research academic roles.

What are the STFs and why do they
matter?
Between 2012 and 2015, more than 30 Enterprise
Bargaining Agreements negotiated between the lead
tertiary sector union, the NTEU, and universities, led to
the creation around 850 new Scholarly Teaching Fellow
(STFs) positions. The introduction of this new entry-level
teaching-focused role was the result of a convergence of
priorities: the NTEU’s concern with reducing casualisation
by employing existing casuals in ongoing positions could
be addressed through meeting the sector’s need for the
extension of teaching capacity under the demand-driven
system.
The STFs were designed so that applicants for the positions
would be recruited from the existing pool of casual
teaching and research staff at Australian universities. While
the position was intended to be teaching-focused in the
first three years of employment, this component was to
be complemented through the creation of pathways into
balanced teaching-and-research roles.
The STFs were envisaged as a transitional mechanism that
would allow current casuals to move from an insecure
teaching-intensive contract arrangement into a secure and
ongoing teaching-focused role, in the process reducing
the reliance of casual academic staff. After three years, STFs
would be eligible for promotion to balanced teaching-andresearch roles that would give them access to the same
employment arrangements currently enjoyed by academic
staff in ongoing, integrated roles.
While some elements of the positions have been
maintained across the sector (for example, the requirement
to recruit from the pool of casual academics at Australian
universities) other details like workload, employment
contract and career progression have seen far greater
variability. This has meant that not all the positions created
are full-time or continuing and not all provide a clear
progression into an integrated teaching-and-research role
after the first three years.

The difference in workload has also been significant. Variable
workload allocations for STFs across institutions and disciplines,
combined with different workload formulas, has meant that there
is no clear correlation between the workload allocation described
in the STF initiative (this was to be up to 70% teaching allocation)
and the number of contact teaching hours assigned to an STF at a
given institution or within a given discipline.
Teaching hours for STFs in different disciplines at the same
institution could see one STF’s 70% teaching allocation being met
by 5 contact teaching hours and another doing as many as 15
contact teaching hours to meet the allocation.

Have the STFs reduced casualisation?
The original STF model proposed by the NTEU was to lead
to the creation of more than 2500 new full-time ongoing
positions by 2016 (20% of reported academic casuals). The scale
of implementation has been much smaller so it is difficult to
make a direct connection between the initiative and the level of
casualisation in the sector. Trend casual figures based on full-time
equivalence (FTE) have remained around 20% over the previous
decade. The 1.5% increase in the proportion of casual academic
staff between 2011 and 2016 (from 21.8% to 23.3%) (Department of
Education and Training, Staff Data Appendices 1.4 and 1.5 for 2011
and 2016) is consistent with this.
Over this period, however, more than 2000 new casual academic
FTE appointments have been made with an increase in casual
FTE from 11,428 in 2011 to 13,541 in 2016. Figures for teachingonly staff are also muted but show that the proportion of casual
as against continuing or fixed-term teaching-only staff increased
slightly from 53.9% in 2011 to 55.4% in 2016, while the proportion of
teaching-only staff increased from 11.2% of all staff in 2011 to 12.6%
in 2016.
However, given the small number of STF appointments and
the scale of precarity in the sector, it is not likely that the new
STF positions have had a direct impact on casualisation. There
is, though, some evidence that STFs are reducing casualisation
at individual universities or faculties; they also are having
an important impact on the wider debate in the sector about
scholarship and casualisation.

What has been the experience of the STF
positions at Australian universities?
As part of our project about STFs, we conducted 80 in-depth
interviews with key stakeholders across six sites. These six
institutions cover all four categories of university types:
sandstones & redbricks, gumtrees, unitechs and new universities.
Perspectives from senior executives, deans, academics employed
as STFs and casuals shows varied views about the purpose of the
positions and the experience of the roles. While the STF roles
had a positive impact on job security and the recognition of
academic professional identity for previous casuals, the teachingintensive workloads and ambiguity about career progression posed
challenges with impacts on health and personal life.
A majority of respondents felt that their employment in the STF
role had provided them with job security that they had not had in
casual and contract work:
… I feel very, very lucky to have a permanent position in this
environment, especially as somebody who doesn't have a great
publication record. Anything that bugs me or irritates me or
anything like that I always come back to that point of how
competitive the job market is and how lucky I am (STF, New
University).
[the STF position] provide[s] what is closer to a genuine entry
level position for someone who is a new graduate … otherwise
people are trying to have to scrape together that experience
themselves in casual contracts’ (STF, Sandstones & Redbricks).

Nevertheless, some, STFs still felt “second-class” because being
teaching-focused meant some among their colleagues did not
perceive them as “real academics”:
I think some academics treat the STFs as if they only just teach.
… There's definitely an attitude that if you're in an STF role that
somehow there's something wrong with you… (STF, Unitech)
The lack of a clear career path for teaching-focused academics was
seen as part of a larger status system privileging research:
I do believe the universities still have a staff class system and
the preference without doubt goes to research academics (STF,
Gumtree)
The impact of the STF workload on the health of individuals in
these roles was a concerning factor. Most STFs had to contend with
a fast-paced delivery and marking schedule combined with very
large student numbers. ‘I mean most of my time is just frantically
delivering to large numbers’ (STF, New University). One STF
reported:
So I would say that my health has deteriorated markedly in
the last 18 months since I've been working in this job… (STF,
Unitech)
Academics in STF roles also spoke of detrimental impacts on their
mental health of the relentless nature of the work:
I'd never been that anxious and worried, to a point where it was
physiologically – something was happening where I was just
kind of shutting down. (STF, Unitech)
It's really stressful, … You're trying to be a mother or a wife
or a friend. Then you are also thinking my God, I've got
300 students Monday morning coming to my lecture. (STF,
Sandstones & Redbricks).
Among senior university executives and deans, there was some
recognition of the job security elements of the initiative:
[the conversion mechanism].. was the rationale from the
beginning,... So we felt as a university and as a business school
that we would do our bit to contribute to the prospects of those
casual lecturers (Faculty Manager, Unitech).
But the workload mix for STFs, with as much as 80% teaching
allocation, was perceived by university managers as an obstacle
for those wanting to move into combined teaching-and-research
roles.
I just think it's a created a subclass… My understanding from
the faculties and just talking to them is that this guy here who's
fantastic at teaching and does great research is going to kill
himself to try and get out of there and back up into normal.
(Senior Manager, New University).
…if that's what they want to do then that is fantastic, because
there are a lot of people … [w]ho want to be a good teacher, they
really want to engage with students and they enjoy doing that.
If that's all they want, then being a scholarly teaching fellow is
good. However, if they're thinking it's a stepping stone to a full
academic role, I just can't see it. (Senior Manager, Unitech).
Views about teaching-focused positions like the STFs depended
largely on whether role specialisation was being pursued at
that institution. STFs were not necessarily viewed by university
managers as a form of role specialisation, in many cases, they were
seen solely as the product of industrial claim:
… it's a whole ACTU thing about casualisation of the workforce.
So over time the union have been saying, well how do we
reduce casualisation and increase more secure employment… I
think what we're seeing now is another iteration of that (Human
Resources Manager, New University).
…we would not have created or appointed these STFs unless
there was a requirement. …, we would have created … normal
continued overpage...

read online at www.unicasual.org.au

19

Secure employment pathways & increased teaching capacity
...continued from previous page
40:40:20 positions which would be at lecturer level or associate
lecturer level. These people are predominantly teaching fellows,
not 40:40:20. (Faculty Manager, Sandstones & Redbricks).
Issues that have both driven and challenged the creation of the
positions, are common across institutional types and disciplines.
While the job security and the professional academic status
that comes with the new positions has generally been viewed
positively, career ambiguity and workload, with its impact
on health and personal life, have emerged as unintended
consequences.

How have STFs impacted scholarship and
scholarly teaching?
The Higher Education Standards Framework (Thresholds
Standards 2015) constrains the ability of higher education
providers to substantially unbundle teaching from scholarship
and/or research. The ‘Thresholds Standards’ do not establish
clear or absolute distinctions between scholarship and research,
however providers in the university category must demonstrate
that their ‘academic staff are active in scholarship that informs
their teaching, and are active in research when engaged in
research student supervision’.
Furthermore, the university must ensure that staff with ‘academic
oversight and those with teaching and supervisory roles in
courses or units of study are equipped for their roles, including
having: knowledge of contemporary developments in the
discipline or field, which is informed by continuing scholarship
or research or advances in practice’.
While casual academic staff, who perform up to 60% of all
teaching at Australian universities, are not paid to conduct
research or maintain discipline currency as required by ‘The
Thresholds Standards’, academics employed in STF roles generally
have a research and/or scholarship component to their workloads
of up to 20%. By replacing casuals with STFs universities can
demonstrate that they meet the legislative requirements for
teaching that is informed by scholarship and research.
However, in our interviews, there was commonly some
uncertainty about the role of scholarship in relation to STF roles,
even among university executives. There were mixed views
about whether the scholarship and/or research allocation for
STFs was to be used to maintain discipline currency, to produce
pedagogical scholarship, or for disciplinary research:
… there's no tangible output required. You can simply say I was
thinking about it, I've been thinking about something and that
qualifies as scholarship. So the bar is set very, very, very low for
that 10 per cent of research/scholarship. You can say, I mean I've
read some journal articles and that defines a scholarship, so a
very low bar. (Faculty Manager, New University).
I guess we're leaving it to the individual whether they choose to
develop their scholarship in the area in which they're teaching,
or whether they become learning and teaching scholars. I
think what will happen is that they will do research in their field
because that will give them more chance of getting converted to
research and teaching at the end of the five years. I think that's
what'll happen. (Faculty Managers, Sandstones & Redbricks).
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Uncertainty research/scholarship extended to those in the STF
roles. Many did not always find that they had sufficient time
to undertake research or engage in more than the minimum
of scholarship to teach a course, and were uncertain about the
exact requirements.
Just an expectation that you will keep up to date in your
discipline. (STF, Unitech)
Others were using their research allocation to a pursue a research
degree qualification:
I have come to a point where I've decided that I will no longer
try to theorise about scholarly teaching until I have finished
the PhD – so, effectively, eight years away – so I just give up.
I do what I need to do to survive in the first place. (STF, New
University)
Overall, professional autonomy for STFs, in determining
themselves how to direct their scholarship and research agendas,
is highly valued. The key issue is that, unlike casual teaching
roles, the STF positions recognise that academic teaching
requires that time be spent on scholarship and research.

Conclusion
Despite their small scale, the STFs have been a model initiative
in demonstrating how job security concerns for casual staff may
been addressed by maximising teaching capacity to meet student
demand. Our research demonstrates that despite the benefits of
job security, there have been unintended consequences due to
workload stress and uncertainty about career progression.
The introduction of the positions has not as yet seen an attendant
redefinition of ‘scholarly teaching’ or renewed engagement with
the role of scholarship in teaching as demanded by the new
regulatory environment.
This raises further questions about what scholarship means for
the development of teaching-focused academic roles, as well as
what impact, if any, the redefinition of scholarship will have on
integrated teaching-and-research roles into the future.
This article is based on research funded by the Commonwealth
Department of Education and Training Office of Learning
and Teaching: SP16-5285 'Scholarly teaching fellows as a new
category of employment in Australian universities: impacts and
prospects for teaching and learning’.
We acknowledge our team members Keiko Yasukawa, Anne
Junor, Glenda Strachan, Tony Brown and Kaye Broadbent whose
intellectual contributions have informed this article.
For more information on the project visit our website:
http://scholarlyteaching.net

