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Abstract: 

By examining Physical and Health Education (PHE) graduates, this paper highlights how tracking the 

professional pathways of education graduates can provide important information that can inform degree 

administration and curricular reform. PHE graduates, from 2003 until 2008, from one particular metropolitan 

sandstone university were surveyed on current employment status one year after graduation; reflection on their 

pre-service training was also provided. In the case of these PHE graduates we find that despite regular media 

‘panics’ regarding teacher shortages, employment opportunities in the PHE field are slim. Furthermore, many of 

those who did find jobs were employed to teach in non-PHE learning areas. A dominant theme reported in regard 

to graduates’ pre-service training was a perceived lack of experience in ‘behaviour management’. We argue that 

this information is important to degree administration (such as admissions) and to curricular reform (through the 

offering of a double method and revitalising behaviour management across the curriculum). In the current 

information age the tracking of graduates is less of an obstacle than it was previously and we argue that there 

remains an urgent need to research the professional pathways of teachers in various education settings and across 

curriculum areas. Such tracking can be conceptualised, and serve a productive purpose, as longitudinal 

evaluation of teacher education programs. 

Keywords: Physical education, graduates, newly qualified teachers, pre-service teacher traning. 

 

Introduction 

The 2006 Association for Research in Education (AARE) review of teacher training noted that there were 

growing attempts to study the experiences of student teachers, however: “There are still only very few studies in 

which the graduates of teacher education programs are followed into the first years of teaching” (Cochrane-

Smith & Zeichner, 2006, p.16). Despite the potential of new technologies to assist in the tracking of graduate 

teachers, teacher educators have been slow to respond. University level tracking of graduates, using the Graduate 

Destinations Survey (GDS) instrument (ABS, 2011), is routine but typically provides limited response rates, 

does not always discriminate between different curricular areas in education degrees and cannot provide 

qualitative feedback on degree experiences. Recent initiatives to track graduates for alumni purposes, using 

email, Facebook and other strategies, have demonstrated that there is ample potential to maintain contact with 

graduates for a range of purposes. In this paper we examine how tracking graduates can provide information that 

is important to degree administration and curricular reform.Graduate destinations are important across education 

degree programs, but perhaps most neglected in relation to physical and health education graduates. Issues 

surrounding Physical and Health Education (PHE) graduates have not been a high priority for scholars and 

leaders in the field point out:  

 

Crucial to effective advocacy, as well as an improvement in HPE policy and practice, is reference to 

quality evidence. A review of HPE curriculum texts and journal articles suggests that HPE is caught in a 

cycle that reiterates problems, challenges and potential solutions without necessarily improving practice. 

(MacDonald & Penny, 2009, p.255) 

 

Unfortunately there has been a tendency, in studies of Australian PHE, to ignore or disregard issues with 

direct relevance to practice and policy. Research in the area fails to address the impending introduction of the 

national curriculum where PHE is listed as a long priority (Emmell, 2009); the outsourcing of primary school 

physical education (Ardzejewski, 2009); the selling of playing school fields to developers; and the low standing 

of physical education in primary and school sport across the education sector (Crawford, 2009). Perhaps the 

most obvious neglect in research is related to “teacher shortage” debates which have been raging in the last 

decade or so in general educational circles (see for example Preston, 2000). A survey of the 2005-2010 AARE 

presentations in the field of HPE notes discussions on a range of issues and topics but nothing on post-

graduation.  
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The lack of teacher-education and Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) research in PHE is surprising for a 

number of important reasons. First, there are currently seven tertiary education providers in New South Wales 

alone who train PHE teachers and this roughly translates to over 400 PHE graduates each year: the Australian 

College of Physical Education; Universities of Sydney, Southern Cross, Wollongong, Newcastle, Charles Sturt, 

Australian Catholic and University of Technology. Second, since the introduction of the NSW Institute of 

Teachers all of these institutions needed to have their programs registered with this body – and it can be assumed 

that course reviews, consultation with graduates and consideration of employment opportunities would have 

been a necessary part of this process.  Third, as noted above, issues surrounding employment of teachers have 

been paramount in the last decade with extensive media coverage of an imminent teacher crisis looming in 

schools. Innumerable articles appeared especially after the Australian Council for Educational Research (2008) 

reported on a survey conducted in which 43 per cent of secondary school principals had to ask teachers to take 

classes that they were not qualified to teach (see for example Lauder, 2008). Almost 14,000 teachers and 

principals were surveyed and provided strong indications of teacher shortages as almost half of the principals 

had either moderate or major difficulty in attracting suitable staff (Topsfield, 2008; Patty, 2008). According to 

some researchers the shortage is yet to materialise although it meant that the Federal Government froze Higher 

Education Contribution Scheme increases in education courses to encourage student enrolments and also 

threatened to introduce short term courses intended to address the shortfall. This had happened earlier in the 

1970s and proved to be problematic (Auchmunty, 1980).  

Fourth and finally, as education institutions pride themselves on quality assurance procedures and 

evaluations it makes sense to track down graduates, especially in the immediate post-graduation period, to find 

out what could and should be changed in the home degree. Ewing and colleagues (2009), Sharplin (2008) and 

others looked at a wide range of issues related to school experience placements but failed to include any research 

conducted on graduate teachers. It must be acknowledged in professional degrees, like teaching, professional 

experience is an important element of the degree experience and a priority area for research, although this can be 

no substitute for the exploration of teacher experiences in a fully professional role as NQTs.   

Therefore this research attempted to generate data from PHE graduates from six consecutive cohorts 

starting from 2003 until 2008. The graduates all studied from one urban sandstone university. In this study these 

graduates are termed Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) and the first year of teaching is termed “the induction 

year”.  While there had been anecdotal evidence highlighting graduates’ professional pathways there has never 

been any research to track their professional pathways. In particular the researchers viewed two issues which 

were of prime importance. First, we looked at their employment status and history and second we asked one 

question related to “list three aspects which needed to be addressed better in the program”? 

 

Research Background 

 

The overwhelming majority of the literature pertaining to NQTs in the induction year is related to 

current teachers who have full-time employment (see for example: Heibronn, Harrisson & Barton, 2004; 

Barrington, 2000; Tickle, 2001). There is no recent research addressing teachers who are working casually or 

NQTs that never went into teaching. In the Australian setting there are also no studies surveying graduates 

regardless of employment status, beyond the standard university Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ). 

Neither the GDS nor the CEQ provide opportunities for respondents to reflect qualitatively upon on the quality 

and relevance of their degree experience in relation to their current employment. At this particular university the 

CEQ had a very low response rates in most years under 10 per cent. In 2009, for example, the response rate for 

the PHE program was four students. The CEQ is also distributed very early after graduation. As noted earlier, 

there are no Australian studies exploring the post-graduation employment experiences of PHE students and 

therefore our brief review of the research literature is mostly limited to a summary of research of teachers 

employed as NQT in their induction year. 

NQT studies focus, in particular, on the problems encountered in the induction year.  For the most part 

research notes that this period is characterised as one of ‘reality shock’ (Gaede, 1978; Veenman, 1984, Indoshi, 

2003 & Huberman, 1989). It has been argued by a number of these studies that “beginning teachers actually 

learn to teach when they enter the classroom in their first year" (Wideen, 1998, p.158). Barnby & Coes (2004) 

note that the factors which were most likely to have dissuaded teachers from entering the profession are: difficult 

pupil behaviour and workload, particularly in relation to marking. Oberski and colleagues (1999) also noted the 

major concerns, with discipline featuring the strongest, followed by assessment and then workload. Goddard et 

al. (2006) conducted research in Australia and concluded that burnout “may be overly represented in the 

significant early career turnover statistics observed in the profession” (p.858). McNally (2002) notes that “no 

amount of pre-service training can fully prepare newly qualified entrants for the challenges they will face when 

they become teachers, and the tumultuous emotional journey undertaken by many NQTs is a theme common” 

(p.161).  
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The literature examining teacher ‘drop-out’ and teacher ‘burn-out’ has received substantial treatment in 

the literature and studies have documented that retention rates for NQTs are particularly low (Ashby et al., 

2008). Kyriacou and colleagues (2003) question whether teachers who leave the profession are not suited to 

teaching in general, or merely not suited to the school in which they were teaching. Given that many teachers 

who drop out are likely to have worked full-time only in one school, these authors suggest that “the experience 

of early success and satisfaction in a teachers’ first appointment is crucial for retention” (p.262).  There have 

been calls for further research on retention of NQTs and follow up research on teachers in general who leave the 

profession (Cochrane-Smith & Zeichner, 2006). 

Part of the reason why NQTs who drop out of teaching and those who are unable to find work are not 

included in studies is that it is difficult to locate them. Smithers & Robinson (2003; 2005) discuss the difficulty 

of arriving at definitions of turnover and wastage, and of contacting individual teachers via the schools they have 

left or are about to leave. One other challenge in considering attrition from the induction year may be that data is 

recorded by different agencies at different stages, and in a variety of ways. The recording of this data is not 

always timely. Timely notification of employment changes is pivotal because employment change often 

coincides with change of address and chasing individuals through ‘last known address’ is a difficult, time-

consuming and experience process. If this population can indeed be accessed further difficulties arise. 

Unravelling the factors contributing to individual decisions not to continue teaching (in the cases where a 

decision as such has actually been made) is further complicated by the question of how - or indeed whether such 

decisions are recorded.  

Edmonds and colleagues (2002) avoided the above mentioned difficulties by conducting ‘exit 

interviews’. This technique is somewhat limiting in terms of research time scale (waiting for attrition to occur) 

and sample representativeness (as accessing a wide range of locations for interview is challenging). However, 

using this approach, and perhaps utilising technology such as e-mail, Facebook and text messaging, it would be 

possible to track and contact both ‘non-starters’, NQT drop outs and other ‘non-completers’ in the profession. 

Comparative work on these groups could be used to target prevention strategies most effective for each group. In 

the study presented here a brief email questionnaire is used, via an alumni mailing list, and this provided both 

access and a means of both quantitative and qualitative response. 

Our study builds upon Draper and colleagues (1997), which, though now dated, provide some 

consideration of the employment status of NQTs. Although they did not access ‘non-starters’, Draper et al. 

(1997) looked at a cohort of induction teachers and highlighted marked differences in satisfaction levels relevant 

to employment status history. RQTs whose employment had been interrupted, rather than continuous, reported 

lower levels of satisfaction with their induction than those in continuous employment, and appeared more 

uncertain about the criteria. However, when invited to rate how developed they now felt as teachers, about two-

thirds of those in continuous employment believed that they were well developed while one-third felt there was 

scope for further development; in contrast, 80 per cent of those with broken employment patterns believed they 

had developed as teachers against only 20 per cent who saw room for further development. The authors argue 

that many beginning teachers in broken employment may see themselves as well developed because they have 

become “very skilled at surviving, at managing a new class and ‘getting the show on the road’” (p.292); Those in 

continuous employment may feel less well developed because they have been more deeply involved in their 

work, and hence are more aware of areas in which they need to develop further. 

In summary we can say that methodological constraints have limited research into the employment 

status of NQTs. The majority of research in this area is limited to NQTs in fulltime employment. Studies here 

paint a picture of dramatic professional adjustments but no Australian studies have explored how the experiences 

of this year can be reflected on by NQTs in order to inform revision of the degree program they experiences and 

future teacher education programs in general.     

 

Methodology  

  There has always been a strong tradition of PHE graduates keeping in touch with each other. At the 

University of Sydney for example PHE graduates of the University have established a strong alumni chapter, 

which each year organises a number of social activities. In March 2011, the degree program celebrated its 50 

year anniversary. At the end of the last year of undergraduate study (fourth year) it is common practice for each 

year group to set up some sort of social group e-mail that most members willingly provide their e-mails to this 

group. In the last couple of years this process has been made even easier with other social networks such as 

Facebook (see for example, Human Groovers, 2005). Anecdotal evidence would suggest that each of these 

cohorts keep in touch with each other and organise social get-to-gethers. Therefore it was quite easy to obtain 

access to students one year after they graduated as e-mails of students are readily available. Between 2003 and 

2008, there were 386 graduates of the PHE program and we were able to locate the contact e-mails of 344 out of 

the 386 graduates. Of the 344 e-mails we sent out to the graduates we received responses from 290 graduates 

(N=290). This was a very high response rate of more than 75 per cent of the total number of students who 

graduated. The response rate for those on whom email contact was available was even higher at 84 per cent.  
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Between the months of October and November each year after students graduated (first year out) 

individual e-mails were addressed to students with an invitation to complete a short survey which remained 

anonymous and which included six questions on their post-university experiences. A final seventh question 

asked the students to comment on three aspects which needed to be addressed better in the program, after gaining 

a year of experience. It was stressed to them that the information was anonymous and that information used 

would help improve the program. This procedure took place on six different years and cohorts (2003 through to 

2008). The table below notes the year, number of graduates and also male and female distribution. 

 

Year  No. Male  Female 

2003  69 26 43 

2004 74 26 48 

2005 75 21 54 

2006 58 13 45 

2007 63 23 40 

2008 47 18 29 

Total:  386 127 259 

 

Table 1: Sample description– year cohort numbers and gender 

 

The responses were analysed according to employment status (details below) and the program 

weaknesses were collated and coded according to the part of the undergraduate degree curriculum that was 

relevant. Data was filed in EXCEL and analyses in a descriptive manner as a high response rate had been 

obtained and there was no intention to infer findings to a wider population.  

 

Employment status 

Students’ responses included details of their employment status since graduating as qualified teachers. 

Students provided full details of their employment over this time and were classified according to their current 

permanent position, if they had one, or, they were not currently in a permanent position they were allocated 

according to the category in which they spent the most time. The employment status provided valuable 

information, much it filling a gap. There is much discussion about graduates usually by self-confessed 

spokespersons but much of it is not evidence based. 

 

 

Figure 1: Employment status (%) 

Fulltime employment permanent: 

Graduates employed in full-time employment accounted for 10 per cent; and of these only 4% of these 

were teaching just PHE they majority (6%) were teaching PE and another subject (3%) or another subject 

exclusively (3%). These graduates were mostly the ones that had been targeted by the Department of Education 
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and Training and offered full time positions mostly in comprehensive high schools in south western Sydney and 

rural areas where it was difficult for teachers to be placed. Some respondents volunteered information that made 

it clear that their employment placement was related to having a personal contact with a school, as an old boy or 

old girl of the school in particular. John (2003) attended Waverley College with his two brothers and had 

coached Rugby Union teams while an undergraduate.  

 

Fulltime casual: 

Almost 15 per cent of graduates had obtained full time casual work, sometimes called block work. 

There were three interesting themes which governed this type of employment. First, the casual employment had 

been gained after professional experience in the school as a third or fourth year undergraduate student. Students 

who had positive experiences on prac and established relationships with school staff were more likely to be 

given casual work covering for maternity leave, long service leave or other leave. These findings are consistent 

with other research illustrating that employment prospects are often tied to professional experience placements 

as students. For example, Hebert & Worthy’s (2001) case study  attributed the positive experiences of her first 

year partly to her securing a post at a school with which she was familiar from a student placement. On the 

flipside some researchers noted that teachers are likely to withdrew from undergraduate study immediately after 

a difficult school placement (Kyriakou, 2003; Chambers & Roper, 2002).  

Most of the fulltime casual positions were at comprehensive high schools. Second very few of these 15 

per cent taught exclusively in PHE and were given additional classes, primarily in science, to teach. Of this 

group there were a number who taught in subjects they did not even major in at university. Simone (2005) taught 

German, religious studies and coordinated sport with very little experience. As an undergraduate she studied 

religious studies in first year as an elective and no German at all. A number of students reported uncertainty 

regarding their employment as there had not been a promise of full time work for the next year, although nothing 

guaranteed.    

 

Part-time Casual: 

The majority of the students in the study, some 36 %, were employed in part-time casual teaching 

positions. There was a lot of variation in the hours NQTs worked within this category. Teachers were placed in 

this category only if they had some employment each week for more than half the year.  A few noted that they 

had become specialist ‘on call’ casual teachers for particular schools and would wait in the morning to get a 

phone call in the morning if teaching was required that day. This also meant that most of these NQTs had other 

part time work in order to survive financial. It would seem that casual teaching presented uncertainty and anxiety 

amongst the group. Liz (2004) clarified that some schools made it easy for the casual and the work was left 

behind while at some schools you would relive classes for different teachers with nothing left behind.  

 

Teaching overseas:  

Almost 7 per cent of graduates were in Britain teaching physical education. Many students commented 

that they were forced into this position because they were unable to obtain work in Australia. Jess (2007) 

summarised that in her last week as an undergraduate a DET spokesperson came in to speak to all students and 

“put up a graph showing zero jobs in PDHPE and it was then that I made a decision to teach in England. The 

money is great, travelling is fun and cheap although the school svery tough”. They were assisted by strong 

demand for teachers in Britain and placed though direct contact with the British LEA educational system or 

through a number of specialist teaching abroad recruitment agencies. Daniel, who has worked for one of these 

agencies, since 2004 claimed that: 

The British enjoy having our teachers because they for the most part are better trained and more reliable 

than the British teachers. Many of the graduates that I have on the books are p.e teachers ..... they are usually 

better at the behaviour management issues and reliable. ..... From my experiences most of the teachers over there 

are there because they haven’t picked up jobs in Australia. This is why there is such a heavy representation of 

physical education students.  ...... I was a graduate of the University of Wollongong and found it difficult to gain 

fulltime employment (D. Smith, personal communication, 17 October, 2009).  

 

No work: 

There was a group of graduates who even though wanted to find work by the end of the first year had 

not worked a day at all. This group amounted to 12 per cent – a total of 46 individuals. Mark (2002) for example 

wrote “applied for a few jobs, gave my CV out to a few schools in the area and never worked a day all year”. 

Jess (2007) “no work at all, although will still apply for jobs”. Many in this category had maintained the casual 

employment they had during their time as students; however they were classified in this category as they 

continued to apply for teaching positions. Matt (2004) claimed, “I work in the pool and it is difficult .... got my 

name down at lots of schools not one phone call from them so far”.  This group are differentiated from the ‘not 

teaching’ group by the fact that they continued to seek teaching.  
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Not teaching 

Approximately one in five graduates or 20 per cent did not move into the teaching profession at all. It 

was not clear if this was a conscious decision or in fact they did not move into the teaching field at all, or at the 

very least established how difficult it was to get a job and moved into something else straight away or simply 

kept their old part time university job. Lisa 2005 noted “I went to university for four years to go back to my old 

job of stacking shelves at Woolworths”. Although a number of these graduates went on to further study in a non-

related or related degree, two enrolled in PhDs immediately after graduating and four moved into health 

promotion and health and fitness industry. Ryan (2004) enrolled in postgraduate medicine hoping, “to earn a 

little more money”. Seven graduated noted there willingness to try getting into postgraduate physiotherapy. In 

fact there was no theme that emerged as the professions and selections were wide and varied.  

We can conclude that the only crisis facing PHE teachers is a lack of employment and there is no 

evidence of a teacher shortage in the field. Our survey found that a majority of students had difficulty securing 

permanent, or even long-term casual work. There are also a substantial number (n =77 or 12 %) who decided not 

to apply for teaching work. When we rationalise this along with the degree attrition rate the numbers are 

consistent with Kyriakou et. al. (2003) who conclude “In England, about 40 per cent of those who embark on a 

training course never become teachers, and those who become teachers, about 40 per cent are no longer teaching 

five years later” (p.256).  

 

Program improvement 

The email questionnaire asked students to “List three aspects of the program that would assist in making 

the program better for undergraduates?” The overwhelming response to this was related to the theme of 

“behaviour management” or as it was alternatively termed “classroom management”. In fact almost 87 per cent 

of responses noted this. Regarding behaviour management only a small proportion of degree coursework 

addresses this issue directly.  As a mandated area in the curriculum it was suppose to be embedded in the various 

subjects, not as a stand alone subject. All involved in casual employment marked this. A number of remarks 

from the students included “more on controlling kids who have absolutely no interest in taking part in your 

class”, “a normal class consisted of student with a number of different disabilities and conditions”, “more 

scenarios to assist in developing techniques”, “theory does not work in the real world”. The research would 

suggest that these behaviour management issues were for the most part related only to the practical physical 

education classes and not the theoretical health classes. Mary (2003) “Impossible to teach troublesome kids, who 

do not care about, p.e, grades, don’t change, don’t participate”. Additional areas for improvement included, in 

order of frequency of responses: increased practicum experience; more on senior years teaching (specifically 

more NSW Higher School Certificate assessment); more on accessing and developing teaching resources; more 

on professional expectations and transitions (to full time teacher); less attention to theory more attention to 

practical examples; more emphasis on community and family studies (CAFS) and teaching students with special 

needs. 

 

Conclusion 

The ongoing debate regarding teacher shortages is one which sits on extremes. In 2003, the Federal 

Minister, Brendan Nelson informed parliament that there were just over 50 teacher vacancies Australia-wide. A 

week later he launched a report into attracting teachers (Bradley, 2003). The first point to be made is that even if 

there is a perceived or real teacher shortage in Australia, it needs to be analysed in relation to specific regional 

areas and teaching methods; such as maths, science and information technology. This study has shown PHE 

teachers in New South Wales are not in shortage and that some graduates wishing to teach were not able to get a 

single casual day or employment. Tracking graduates provides important evidence for informed decision making 

regarding student intake so that there is appropriate tension between supply and demand. Related to the above 

point is that we need to discover why and how many graduate teachers do not go into teaching. The ‘Lack of 

employment’ and ‘unemployment’ in some areas of teaching, like PHE, provides evidence to inform discussion 

how investment in teacher education can be focussed to provide better returns.  The oversupply of teachers in 

some curriculum areas, like PHE, needs to be documented and acknowledged. There is potential to develop 

strategies to retain these teachers in the teaching profession and direct them to curriculum or sector areas of 

greater shortage. Furthermore, these teachers could also be targeted for specific recruitment to regions with 

teacher shortage, in PHE and with retraining in other methods. One model adopted by the Faculty of Education 

at the University of Tasmania and that to allow PHE students to complete a double method, perhaps one in the 

areas where there is a shortage. Our study has shown that of the PHE teachers who have obtained full time 

employment less than half are teaching in their designated PHE method. This is supported by the study by 

ACER (2008) which noted almost 50 per cent of principals have asked staff to teach outside their area of 

expertise. In fact the ACER (2008) study found that 40 per cent of senior information technology teachers had 

completed at least three years of tertiary education in their subject, and only 60 per cent of physics teachers had 
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done so. Given these findings the offering of a second method seems imperative if we intend to optimally 

prepare graduates for their profession. 

The second point emanating from this research is that routine tracking of graduates provides important 

information that is highly relevant to teacher training administration and to curricular reform. Historically studies 

of graduate teacher employment have tended to focus heavily on issues related to recruitment and retention, seen 

as the domain of school administrators. They have not, until recently, been conceptualised as a longitudinal way 

of evaluating university degree programs. Teacher educators should co-opt recent university-level developments 

in tracking students. Some of these are intended for the monitoring of graduate attributes/standards and the 

development of alumni chapters; however if their potential is to be fully realised the electronic social networks 

these develop should also be used to provide data on employment and long-term reflective feedback on the 

relevance and preparedness of students’ professional training. 
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