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This book is dedicated to all career changers
in the teaching profession: current and
aspiring teachers, who have made or aspire
to make the leap to teaching, making a
valuable contribution to the profession.



Foreword

One of the most often stated realizations that parents experienced during the 2020
remote emergency teaching period brought on by lockdowns during periods of the
COVID-19 pandemic regarded the importance of school teachers. I think it would be
fair to say that parents developed renewed respect for the teaching profession after
supporting their children to learn at home. The general public became aware of a
fact that is central to the purpose and themes of this book: that teaching is complex,
nuanced, multifaceted and far more than just the imparting of information and skills.

Much has been written (admittedly before the pandemic) about the deprofes-
sionalization of teachers. The compliance requirements and form-filling aspects of
an already demanding profession seem to have increased enormously over the last
decade. Many decry the numerous tasks that take teachers away from teaching and
from their students, in order that they be seen to have met the many non-teaching
requirements that are now part of a career as teacher. Additional to these tasks are the
numerous complexities faced by teachers in increasingly diverse classrooms, with
students, who have many varied needs, all rightfully demanding attention. It really
is not enough to know the intricacies of the subject matter being taught any more (if
indeed, it ever were). Teachers need to know the needs, motivations and capabilities
of each of the charges in their classes. They also need to be skilled in contemporary
approaches that include appropriate technological skills. Indeed, as I write this, new
waves of respect wash over me for the sterling job that most teachers do, under often
difficult, often challenging circumstances. But as a former teacher (admittedly many
years ago), I also remember the joys and excitement of having breakthroughs with
students, both intellectually and affectively. It was those moments that motivated me
to teach.

This book acts as an advocate and champion of the teaching profession. The
heroes of the book are the career change teachers who participated in the research
studies that are reported here. As they embark on their new journeys as teachers or on
their studies in teacher education, it is their lived experiences, thoughts and actions
that we learn about. In particular, these teachers’ stories allow us to understand the
complexity of teaching and to value the contributions that career change teachers
have brought to the profession.

vii



viii Foreword

The book is based on the doctoral and subsequent research conducted by
Dr. Meera Varadharajan, which focuses on the lived experiences of this special
cohort of teachers, career change teachers. These teachers have come to teaching,
not directly as school-leavers, but from other professions. Often, they are teachers
who are “coming home” to a profession they have always wanted to be part of
but have been unable to join earlier due to a variety of circumstances. Others have
come to teaching because they felt it was time to give back to society or because
they sought more meaning for their daily lives. In all cases, Varadharajan shows
her compassion and respect for this cohort in her study of their lives as early career
teachers and student teachers and ensures that she highlights their contributions. She
is ably assisted in the telling of their tales by her colleague and co-author, Associate
Professor John Buchanan, whose research on teaching and teacher education offers
additional insights into both how teachers are perceived in society and how complex
and nuanced their roles are. Buchanan brings his knowledge of policy, professional
requirements and teacher education to provide added insights into the contexts in
which the teachers operate. He, like Varadharajan, is a strong supporter and advocate
for these new teachers and their new profession.

The first part of the book allows us to understand the passions and interests
of Varadharajan and Buchanan and assures us that this book will contribute to
our understanding of teachers and the contexts in which they work. The tone is
quite hard-hitting concerning the challenges of the external environment, and the
numerous difficulties teachers may encounter in the classroom. The hoops and loops
of accountability and protocols are identified and critiqued.

After this initiation into the complexities and challenges of teaching, the tone
softens andwe are introduced to the heroes of the book, the career change teachers. In
particular, we are given clear insights both into how career change teachers approach
their teaching careers and into what they believe that they can to bring to the profes-
sion. It can be seen in this discussion that the authors have a deep respect and appreci-
ation for the contributions that these teachers offer as well as an understanding of the
motivations and experiences these teachers might have on entering the profession.
We are provided with insights into their journeys as beginning teachers and access to
their voices as they navigate the twists and turns of a new career. We see how these
career change teachers are determined to provide students with the benefits of their
experiences in their previous careers and how their teaching practices and methods
reflect their beliefs and own learning.

The pathway for career change teachers through their teacher education programs
is another topic of research reported in the book. The topic provides insights for
teacher educators on the different requirements this cohort may have, compared to
other student teachers. The students’ experiences and difficulties as they embark on
their in-school experiences are reported and recommendations are made for teacher
education institutions to consider the varied needs of their students and support career
change teachers appropriately.

Underlying all the evocative experiences of career change teachers that are
reported here is a strong theoretical perspective. The use of phenomenology to under-
stand the lived experiences of the teachers in this book is highly appropriate and



Foreword ix

allows their experiences to come to life for the reader. The numerous case studies
of early career teachers, together with the research on career change teacher educa-
tion students, illuminate both how career change teacher can contribute to teaching
and how teacher education can work to better support career change student teacher
groups.

This book is timely.Writing this foreword in early 2021, whenwe are reflecting on
changes wrought by a pandemic, the book allows readers to reconsider a profession
that has deservedly (if belatedly) won the respect of many, over the past few months.
At a time when people in other occupations are realizing that there is more to being
a teacher than meets the eye, a discussion of the lived experiences of teachers assists
in this recalibration of views of teaching and teachers. A focus on career change
teachers is useful as numbers of people are considering new careers as a result of the
many changes wrought by the pandemic. What better a way to gain an understanding
of what the teaching profession may offer than to read this book? Varadharajan and
Buchanan are to be congratulated on providing these well-researched and theoreti-
cally strong insights into the cohorts of career change beginning teachers and student
teachers and the contexts of the teaching profession into which they are entering.

I anticipate that the bookwill both inspire and challenge newcomers to the teaching
profession, especially if you are coming to teaching from another career. I anticipate
that this book will affirm those readers already in the profession. I anticipate that
this book will provoke and guide teacher educators to better support their career
change student teacher cohorts in ways that better match their characteristics and
needs. And I anticipate that all who read this book will come away from it with a
renewed respect for the profession of teaching and with admiration for all who teach,
but perhaps especially for career change teachers and their contributions.

Sandy Schuck
Adjunct Professor of Education,

School of International
and School Education

University of Technology Sydney
Sydney, Australia



Preface

I really hope we can come together with a strategy that
will get people into teaching, the right people and retain
them … we [career change teachers] have got a lot to
offer and I think it is something that should be
encouraged.

—Career change teacher (Varadharajan 2014).

As the world seeks to move beyond the current crisis of COVID-19, the theme
of “build back better” appears to gain momentum with the hope that we can change
things for the better. In the education sector, remote learning has created both oppor-
tunities and barriers to student learning with an increasing recognition that learning
is a partnership between teachers, learners, families and communities. Flexibility,
adaptability and agility are often discussed during these changing times. They are
considered to be essential skills that better prepare learners of today to face an uncer-
tain and evolving future.With present-day classrooms being increasingly diverse, we
need educators from different backgrounds, contexts and experiences who recognize
the importance of “future preparedness” in learning and education contexts. One
such group of educators are career change teachers. Yet, we know little about them
as a cohort. As individuals who come to teach in schools from different walks of
life, career changers are quite different from teachers we may normally think of
or know of. Career change teachers have the potential to make unique and signif-
icant contributions to student learning and engagement in and beyond school. As
the education sector considers and explores various paths for building back better
beyond the pandemic, one important focus of any teacher recruitment and retention
policy should be about bringing diversity and experience to the classroom. We hope
this book goes some way in helping to better understand career changers and inspires
individuals from other careers to consider becoming a teacher.
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xii Preface

Author’s Impetus for Writing This Book—Meera

This book was borne out of passion, knowledge sharing and motivation—passion
for the work of teachers, interest to share with the community about a lesser known
group of teachers, and motivation to make a contribution to the teaching profession. I
was drawn to this group of teachers in strange but coincidental ways. Career change
was part of both my personal and professional life. In my previous professional life,
I was once an accountant. A combination of reasons including disillusionment in
my work, soul searching and an interest in education and in schooling led me to
change careers and pursue a doctorate in education. The reasons for choosing my
research topic, “Understanding the lived experiences of career change teachers,” may
seem obvious considering my own career journey of changing professions. In fact,
choosing the area of research did not come naturally and like any other would-be
researcher, it took time to settle comfortably on the topic. The strong urge to learn
more about teachers, to build a career as an educational researcher; and to conduct
research in an area where there is a potential gap to contribute, featured strongly
in my decision-making processes. Before long, it occurred to me that my personal
experience became my professional research. Having completed my doctorate six
years ago and then working in the social sciences discipline in various capacities,
I felt close to my newly found career—yet there was something missing. Whether
one might label it as irony or a strange coincidence, my path regularly crossed with
someone who was, is, or knew of a teacher—a career change teacher. Every new
conversation or story I heard rekindled my passion for this group and reinforced the
knowledge that I had gained through my research. Though my thesis and subsequent
research publications on career change teachers did contribute to building knowledge
about this cohort, therewas stillmuchmore to be told. In a sense, it felt like a “calling”
to write a book on career change teachers, to let people know about this little known
cohort, why they joined the profession, what they thought of teaching, and their
journey as a career changer.

Career change teachers as a cohort, nationally and globally, continue to be under
represented in educational research, policy and practice, and it is our hope that this
book will go someway in telling their story. The pragmatic and philosophical dimen-
sions of my own career change journey enabled me to recognize the relevance of
understanding career change teachers and their construction of meaning in contexts,
relationships and situations.

Our hope is also that this book will give a voice to the teaching profession.
Teachers have always had a strong presence on students’ lives, both within school
and beyond school. Each of us can remember at least one teacher who made an
impression on us in some way. Despite this, as a society, we still have a long way to
go in acknowledging their impact in the same way we may acknowledge significant
figures in our lives, for instance, our parents. At a time when the profession continues
to come under increasing scrutiny, it feels important to write about teachers and their
work. The challenge is to shift societal perceptions so there is a collective recognition
of the profession.With COVID-19, the tidemight have slightly shifted in favor of our
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educators as the communitymay have started to realize their value, grit, contributions
and complexity of theirwork. In that sense, the timing of the book seems about right to
build on the currentmomentum of public sentiments to bringmuch needed awareness
about this cohort of teachers.

Author’s Impetus for Writing This Book—John

I sometimes wish I had taught kindergarten. That way, I would know the answer to
one security question for many of my ex-students. The point is, our teachers stick
with us. We remember them long after we have forgotten most of what they taught
us. Teachers are so often our unsung heroes; we fail to recognize at the time how they
shape us. As a society, I think we often fail to recognize the complexity of teaching,
and to support our teachers.

Most of us can teach something to someone. But to tailor a suite of learning
experiences to meet the needs of, and maximize the potential of, a group of maybe 30
or so learners, is much more demanding, particularly when also taking responsibility
for their safety and well-being, and remaining faithful to syllabus documents. We
perhaps believe we can all do the work of a teacher, having witnessed much teaching
during our school years. I have watched a lot of golf, listened to a lot of music and
flown in many planes. But let me loose near a golf club, microphone or joystick
at your own peril. It is so easy to mistake watching for learning. Some parents
have learnt this lesson during recent COVID lockdowns, having had to tackle the
complexities of facilitating associated schoolwork for their children. Even this is the
work of a teacher’s aide, rather than of a teacher. Such parents are not required to
devise activities to help their children to meet syllabus outcomes.

An important part of what motivates me is support for teachers. Teaching was
hard. It consumed everything I had, intellectually and emotionally, and still wanted
more. Australia has recently introduced a set of Professional Standards. Standard 1
of the 2017 Australian Professional Standards for Teachers requires them to know
their students and how they learn. This is a noble quest, but it begs questions as to
how educational jurisdictions, parents and the community more broadly, know how
teachers learn and how to support them accordingly. One of the “givens” of teaching
is to understand learners’ starting points, so as to best build upon existing knowledge,
mental models and the like. Those entering teaching from other professions come
ready-equipped with associated content and procedural knowledge, as well as an
acquired maturity and sense of responsibility. We do well to recognize this prior
learning.

Sydney, Australia Meera Varadharajan
John Buchanan
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