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Sessional staff is increasingly involved in teaching at universities, playing a pivotal role in bridging the
gap between theory and practice for students, especially in the health professions, including pharmacy.
Although sessional staff numbers have increased substantially in recent years, limited attention has
been paid to the quality of teaching and learning provided by this group. This review will discuss the
training and support of sessional staff, with a focus on Australian universities, including the reasons for
and potential benefits of training, and structure and content of training programs. Although sessional staff
views these programs as valuable, there is a lack of in-depth evaluations of the outcomes of the programs
for sessional staff, students and the university. Quality assurance of such programs is only guaranteed,
however, if these evaluations extend to the impact of this training and support on student learning.
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INTRODUCTION
Since the 1960s, an increasing number of students

have attended universities, which has resulted in a world-
wide demand for academic staff. Factors such as reduced
university funding, increased research demands, chang-
ing employment conditions, and a lack of appropriately
qualified full-time staff have led to a significant expan-
sion in the number of sessional staff.1-5 In addition to
increased reliance on sessional staff, the demand is grow-
ing from governments and professional and accrediting
bodies for accountability in terms of quality student edu-
cation. Further pressure has been placed on academia by
students, who now make substantial financial contribu-
tions to their education and consequently expect value for
the money.6-8 Given the increase in workforce casualiza-
tion and emphasis on appropriate standards of teaching,
concerns are being raised over the quality of teaching
provided by sessional staff.6,7,9

Following the United States’ lead, countries world-
wide are developing programs to address the training and
support of sessional staff.7,9-22 Much debate exists, how-
ever, about the ideal structure and content of this training,
with existing programs varying considerably. Further-

more, as the number of programs continues to increase,
there remains limited evidence-based information on the
formal assessment or evaluation of such programs.23

SESSIONAL STAFF
The Australian Learning and Teaching Council

(ALTC) defines a sessional teacher as “any higher edu-
cation instructor not in a tenured or permanent position,
including part-time tutors or demonstrators, postgraduate
students or research fellows involved in part-time teach-
ing, external people from industries or professions, clin-
ical tutors, casually employed lecturers, or any other
teachers employed on a course by course basis.”21 The
definition of sessional teachers and their functions within
the higher education system lack consistency. For the
purpose of this review, the term “sessional staff” will in-
clude similar or overlapping terms such as tutors, demon-
strators, graduate teaching assistants (GTAs), casual
academic staff, and teacher practitioners.

Roles and responsibilities of sessional staff vary
significantly among institutions and within faculties
(schools) and departments. They may include tutoring
small groups, demonstrating and teaching in laboratories,
teaching clinical skills, leading or facilitating class dis-
cussions, grading assignments, giving lectures, setting
and grading examinations, and consulting with or super-
vising students. Due to the increased opportunity for in-
dividualized instruction, sessional staff, particularly tutors,
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plays an important role in creating an environment con-
ducive to learning, which leads to improved student
satisfaction and, subsequently, improved student reten-
tion rates. They also play a role in student development
into professionals.24,25

The profile of the sessional teacher needs to be taken
into account when designing teaching and learning devel-
opment policy.3,26 Traditionally, sessional staff has been
recruited from postgraduate students interested in enter-
ing academia, with a smaller number being experts from
the industry. However, as numbers of sessional staff con-
tinue to rise, they are becoming an increasingly diverse
group, who vary widely in age, background, qualifica-
tions, level of teaching experience, and career aspira-
tions.3,26,27 An estimated 57% of casual academic staff
at Australian universities is female, and 52 % are under
35 years old.27 In a survey undertaken at the University of
Wellington, New Zealand, involving 72 tutors, Suther-
land found that 60% of tutors did not have any form of
prior teaching experience.28 Although limited data are
available on qualifications of sessional staff, Bexley
et al found, in their national survey in Australia involving
622 casual and sessional academics that approximately
77% of these sessional academics had postgraduate qual-
ifications, with 23% at the PhD level, 49% pursuing an-
other degree at the time, and 72%of this group enrolled in
a PhD program.29

Sessional staff may be categorized into four
groups.3,30,31 “Aspiring academics” are most likely to
be young women who are either completing or having
recently completed a research higher degree and are in-
terested in a gradual transition from a sessional position to
a full-time permanent position in academia/research.3,27

The “industry expert” (teacher-practitioner) is employed
in the industry and has a desire to teach future professionals.
These teacher-practitioners are frequently employed in vo-
cationally-focused disciplines such as health, law, and engi-
neering. The “career ender” is looking for a gradual
progression into retirement. These may be former lecturers
or researchers, more commonly male, who are retired or
semi-retired, but still wish to contribute to university teach-
ing.3,27 The “freelancer” will often have a number of part-
time, casual positions in order to juggle work and family
responsibilities.3 These people are more commonly female
and are often happy with the flexibility of casual work.27

TRAINING OF SESSIONAL STAFF
Rationale Behind Training

Internationally, half of all teaching in higher educa-
tion is undertaken by sessional staff.30 Data from the
United States indicate that between 1969 and 2011, the
number of nontenure track faculty members in higher

education rose from 22% to 68% and was comprised of
19% full-time and 49% part-time faculty members. Part-
time facultymembers experiencedmore significant growth,
and most in this group were exclusively involved in teach-
ing.32 In Australia, tertiary education is regarded as one of
the most casualized sectors of education. Data from the
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations indicate that in Australia, the proportion of ses-
sional academics (based on full-time equivalent calcula-
tions) in that sector rose from 13% in 1989 to 22% in
2007.33 Based on university superannuation data, in terms
of actual staff numbers, casual academics are estimated to
make up 60% of all academic staff in Australia.27

The significant contribution of sessional staff to the
teaching loads at universities has until recently been
largely unrecognized and undervalued. These “new” ac-
ademics are often marginalized, described as “invisible
faculty,” with little attention given to their management,
support, professional development, and integration into
the university teaching team.3,6,9,34 Yet, casual academics
play a pivotal role in education delivery, so the lack of
attention paid to their training and support is a risk to the
quality of teaching and learning in universities.16,35

Using sessional teacher-practitioners in higher edu-
cation has advantages, particularly in the education of
health professionals. Such practitioners assist in bridging
the gap between theory and clinical practice by bringing
their professional experiences to the classroom, thus guid-
ing students through potential problems and situations
that may arise in their profession.30 Sessional staff also
play an invaluable role in maintaining currency of the
curriculum because they are jointly involved in both the
university and the workplace. The accreditation process
for professional degree courses requires the development
of teaching skills for all academic staff, including ses-
sional staff, be addressed. The Australian Pharmacy
Council (APC) encourages the employment of sessional
staff such as teacher-practitioners in a pharmacy degree
course to “enhance and highlight the nexus between
teaching and practice.”8 The APC also requires that all
staff contributing to the delivery of the pharmacy program
have access to opportunities for developing their teaching
and assessment skills.8 This requirement is similar for
other professional degrees such as law and medicine.36,37

Given that first-time sessional staff likely have lim-
ited or no teaching experience or qualifications, they may
require some support and training in their transition to
tertiary teaching. Although they may be adequately
qualified in their field and possess significant clinical
knowledge, sessional staff members are not necessarily
equipped with skills and knowledge to effectively teach,
manage classes, perform consistent assessment, and deal

American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 2015; 79 (5) Article 72.

2



with special-needs students and challenging student be-
havior.16,25,30 Sessional staff without training describe
their initial experiences as “the sink or swim ethos” or
“being tossed into the deep end.”28,31

The overall aim of a sessional staff training program
is to improve the quality of teaching and, therefore, the
standards of higher education institutions. For the institu-
tion, documented potential benefits of sessional staff
training include improved student engagement, more ef-
fective classroom management, better provision of stu-
dent feedback, and more effective essay and assignment
grading. For sessional staff members themselves, po-
tential benefits include better clarification of roles, re-
sponsibilities, and expectations, improved confidence in
teaching ability, opportunity to network with other ses-
sional staff, and improved job satisfaction.22,38

For teacher-practitioners (clinicians) in the health
professions programs, Halcomb et al stated that while
there are many benefits of using clinical experts in
a practice-based curriculum, the transition from clini-
cian to educator can be difficult.31 They suggest strat-
egies to improve integration into the particular school
or discipline, such as an effective orientation program
along with teacher-clinician mentoring, may lead to
smoother transition to tertiary teaching and better sharing
of knowledge and expertise between facultymembers and
clinicians. This learning and mentoring partnership can
result in improved quality of teaching.31

History of Training Programs
Training GTAs began in the 1960s and is now well

established in most Northern American universities, with
awealth of literature available onGTA training, including
design of various training programs,17,39-41 development
of support materials,23,39,42,43 and evaluations of the ef-
fectiveness of such programs.23,40-42,44,45 Lessons learned
from the North American experience have been used as
the basis for training programs in the United Kingdom
(UK), NewZealand, andAustralia. In the UK,GTA train-
ing programs were often based on well-established New
Lecturer Courses, which were modified to address the
particular needs of GTAs. Studies investigating specific
GTA requirements in the UK led to the development of
GTA training programs in institutions such as the Univer-
sity of Bradford, Lancaster University, and theUniversity
of London.10-12,14

Tutor training programs were offered at the Univer-
sity of Auckland in New Zealand in the early 1990s;
amore formalized, centrally-based tutor training program
was established in 1995, which included formal teaching
assessment, resulting in the award of a Tutor Training
Certificate.6 At the University of Wellington in New

Zealand, introductory tutor training was made mandatory
because a significant proportion (40%) of part-time
limited-term teaching staff were undergraduates. A 2004
sessional staff needs analysis study informed the design
and development of this tutor training program.38

The Australian Universities Teaching Committee
(AUTC) 2003 Sessional Staff Report was the catalyst
for the development of tutor training programs at Austra-
lian universities, and this initiative was further encour-
aged by the release of the ALTC’s RED (Recognition,
Enhancement, Development) Report in 2008, which
looked at the contribution of sessional teachers to higher
education.7,9 Training and development programs for ses-
sional staff exist at many Australian tertiary institutions,
including the Universities of Queensland, New South
Wales, Sydney, andMelbourne, and the James CookUni-
versity in Townsville.1,2,15,20,22,46

Structure and Content of Training Programs
Current sessional staff training programs range from

informal meetings at the start of the semester to formal
comprehensive semester-long programs. This variation
suggests multiple ways to effectively train sessional staff.
A program should aim to be relevant to the school’s spe-
cific needs and resources and to the requirements of the
institution.1 Considering the part-time or casual nature of
employment, along with the diversity of sessional staff
backgrounds, higher education institutions feel that
a practical introductory training session is sufficient and
more appropriate than a lengthy theory-based program
resulting in a formal qualification.15,23 In Australia, the
2003 AUTC Report provided recommendations for pol-
icy guidelines at a university level, as well as policies,
processes, and practices at various organizational levels
for the most appropriate training, support, and resources
for sessional staff. As these are only guidelines, programs
need to be tailored to suit the particular institution.

In terms of structure, individual training programs
may vary in location and responsibility within the univer-
sity, format, length and timing, and attendance require-
ments. Programsmaybe centrally-based or locally-based,
involving the whole university or a specific school or
discipline. Often, a 2-tiered or 3-tiered structure exists,
with links between the university, department, and indi-
vidual school or discipline. In a centrally-based program,
responsibility often resides with a central teaching and
learning department. In a locally-based program, the sub-
ject or course coordinator, or a designated sessional staff
training coordinator, is the responsible party.Many of the
Northern American GTA training programs are taught by
full-time professional trainers, oftenwith the assistance of
experienced teachers and peer mentors.12 This type of
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training may range from a half-day, university-wide ori-
entation session to multi-day, university-wide training in
conjunction with department-specific training.17 In Aus-
tralia, training formats include face-to-face workshops,
online web-based instruction, tutor training manuals, or
combinations of these formats. Face-to-face workshops
may be between 2 and 9 hours long and are normally
planned to coincide with the commencement of the aca-
demic year, although some programs involve regular
meetings or contact with tutors throughout the year. At-
tendance at training programs may be recommended or
compulsory and may or may not be subsidized by the
institution.

In examining the content of a sessional staff training
program, while again varying significantly, the majority
of programs include 3 basic areas: orientation, educa-
tional issues, and tutor facilities and ongoing support. A
summary of a general content framework for a sessional
staff training program is shown in Figure 1.

Orientation (or induction) generally includes an in-
troduction to the university environment, an overview
of the demographics of the particular institution and/or
department, relevant teaching and learning policies and
procedures, and an outline of sessional staff roles and
responsibilities. Information on administrative issues
and general teaching principles may also be included.
Orientation also gives new staff an opportunity to meet
other staff in their discipline, which can help allay initial
concerns they may have about their new role.1,15,16 Many
universities also provide a school orientation handbook
and links to support websites for sessional staff, which
may address concerns of sessional teachers.47,48

To compensate for the lack of educational qualifica-
tions or experience new tutors may have, basic educa-
tional theory is a mandatory component of tutor training
programs.38,49,50 While an orientation may provide an
overview of teaching principles and practice, a compre-
hensive tutor training program should include more de-
tailed information and training in the area of teaching and
learning. Topics included in current training programs in
Australian and New Zealand universities include under-
standing student learning, communication and presenta-
tion skills, techniques for group facilitation, managing
and motivating students, student feedback, and assess-
ment procedures.6,48 In North America, GTA training
programs are often oriented toward teaching core skills
and complemented by more discipline-specific subject
training. Furthermore, GTA programs can include prac-
tical skills such as academic advising, teaching study
skills, dealing with conflict, providing feedback, and ef-
fective communicating.12 Techniques for delivery of ed-
ucational content also vary among programs and include
combinations of academic staff presentations, simulation
and/or role-play, small group activities, problem solving,
and microteaching.

One of the key findings of the 2003AUTC reportwas
that while induction and orientation programs generally
have good standards, there is “a widespread lack of fol-
low-up professional development and support.” Facilities
and ongoing support available for sessional staff may in-
clude provision of a university e-mail address, access to
the library and relevant educational materials, adminis-
trative assistance, peer mentoring, and opportunity for
social interaction.47,48

EVIDENCE FOR THE BENEFITS OF
TRAINING

Evidence for benefits of training programs is often
anecdotal or, if a posttraining evaluation has been con-
ducted, the results are not comprehensive.17,23 Program

Figure 1. Content Framework for a Sessional Staff Training
Program.
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evaluations performed in the US, UK, New Zealand, and
Australia are conducted in a number of ways, including
participant self-evaluation, peer tutor evaluations, student
feedback, and classroom evaluations.12,17 Table 1 provides
some examples of results from these evaluations.1,6,11,22,23

In examining the evidence for benefits of sessional
staff training programs, one can consider Kirkpatrick’s
4-level model of training criteria as a framework for eval-
uation of educational effectiveness. This model looks at
reaction, learning, behavior, and results, where reaction
and learning focus on the training program itself, and
behaviour and results focus on changes that occur as a re-
sult of the training.51 To date, the majority of evaluation
studies examine the effect of training programs on par-
ticipants (ie, the reaction and learning levels of the
Kirkpatrick model). Few studies investigate the effect
of the programs on work performance, student engage-
ment, and student outcomes.

The results in Table 1 illustrate that current research
supports the benefits of tutor training to improve teaching
skills, to enable more effective communication with and
management of students, to increase tutor confidence
levels, and to improve job satisfaction.1,6,15,16,22,23,28,41,48,52

While results are generally positive in terms of tutor bene-
fits and improved teaching skills, further evidence is re-
quired to establish the benefits on student learning and
learning outcomes.

CONCLUSION
Sessional staff has evolved from the graduate teach-

ing assistant of the 1960s to a more diverse group includ-
ing practicing pharmacists, who can help ensure the
currency of curricula and relate theory to practice for
students. The rapid expansion of sessional staff numbers
and associated teaching responsibilities of such staff has
implications for the quality of teaching and learning at
universities. As a result, universities have been establish-
ing sessional staff training programs. Core elements of
a training program exist, but each program should be
tailored to suit the needs of its school. Training programs
for sessional staff in health professions programs should
additionally aim to strengthen the theory-practice link and
promote better sharing of knowledge and expertise be-
tween full-time faculty members and sessional staff. Im-
proved integration of theory and practice can improve
student learning and promote professionalism. The num-
ber of sessional staff training programs at universities is
increasing worldwide, resulting in improved outcomes
in terms of sessional staff job satisfaction, clarification
of the role, and increased confidence in teaching abil-
ity. However, effects on student learning outcomes re-
main unexamined. Effectively evaluating sessional staff

training and support, especially in terms of student out-
comes, will help improve quality teaching and learning at
universities.
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