Supporting professional learning for sessional staff in higher education
Introduction. Sessional teachers (also known as casual educators or contract tutors) undertake from 50% to 80% of the teaching in Australian universities. A multi-disciplinary Community of Practice (CoP) at one large, metropolitan university has been formed to establish a sustainable, institution-wide professional development program for our sessional staff.
Aims. The CoP has designed a multi-phase, three-year plan to design and develop an online capability development resource to support its sessional staff and foster a sense of community, with the long-term goal of ensuring a sustainable, high quality sessional staff cohort of university educators.
Methods. The first phase saw the CoP auditing the existing professional learning opportunities offered across the institution for sessional staff. An appreciative inquiry approach was adopted, whereby the focus was on identifying learning commonalities that may be combined, synthesised and enhanced. The analysis and prioritisation data of this process will be presented.
Results. The outcomes of phase one demonstrate large variations between faculties in terms of the availability of resources, format of delivery, expectations of completion, equity of hours spent, frequency of distribution and payment received. The second phase involves the establishment of a core sessional curriculum to inform the content for the professional learning program, while the third phase will be the digital development of the program, the format and implementation plan for which will be presented.
Discussion. After outlining the risks of a casualised sessional workforce, the findings of the CoP are presented starting with its scoping activities upon which a base professional learning program is being founded, before outlining how the online capability program is being built through the synergistic combination and enhancement of existing tools for maximum impact.
