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ABSTRACT

This paper addresses the major issues beginning
teachers face in their first postings to rural areas in Australia.
The issues go beyond pedagogdy. Beginning teachers need to understand
social factors affecting rural communities so they can link lessons
to the realities experienced by students. Geographic isolation
affects the provision of education in terms of time taken to travel,
cost, terrain, and technology¥. Rural communities have groups that are
socially isolated from each other and from the staff in schools. In
order to teach c¢ffectively, teachers need to be aware of the social
context of the community in which they live and work. Teachers in
rural areas suffer from professional isolation and often confront
teaching situations for which they have had little formal
preparation. Communities in remote places often move quickly to adopt
technological means to overcome their isolation. Teachers in rural
areas need to identify and promote the med:a skills of students, not
only to be able to use equipment, but also to analyze and comprehend
the type and character of the message provided. A three-dimensional
model for assessing education in isolated places includes types of
isolation, ways of coping with isolation, and conditions affecting
potential for change among the isclated. All three, when considered
together, affect the form, quality, and extent of education in remote
places. Institutions preparing teachers need to incorporate elements
of preparation for rural teaching into their curriculum. (LP)
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Rural Education and the Beginning Teacher
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RESOURCES

The purpose of this article is (0 demonstrate some of the major issues
beginning teachers will face in their first postings to rural areas, The
issues are not only those of pedagogy but also those of living in rural
places, of understanding the factors affecting isolation and how their
combination can influence events in and out of the classroom.

The types of isolation, ways of coping with isolaton znd conditions affecting isolated people
are g8 world-wide phenomenon that impact on ths delivery of rural education in western
countries, including Australia.} Thesefacs wshold great significance for teachers starting work
in rural areas. An understanding and appreciation of thes factors can influence how success-
fully teachers can interact with the community as a whole and with the students they teach,

In Australia, as ewsswheze, the value of agriculturs] and mixed commodities varies with changes
in worldwide demand and, as aconsequence, rural incomes fluctuate, sometimes dramatically.
For example, if the value of a miiweral rises, as gold does during war or depsession, the number
of gold mines and miners rises, swelling the population in gold mining towns and increasing
the demand for teachers, In other circumstances, the opposite occurs and mines close.
Otca ot Eaucanonal Research ana morcveners Simiilarly, when prices for wheat, beef, wool and sugar rise, farmers, graziers and pastoralists
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= Pants olwewor opmions statea mtnu doc- FAITETS Collectives, such as the Australian Wheat or Wool Boards, attempt to influence

OE ronan arpaney” " **“*  farming incomes by governing the supply side of the supply and demand equation in order to
achievea more evenly spread income. However, farm employees and residents in small towns
cannot influence income as easily, except through organised labour, which is effective only for
those who are employed. The result is uncertainty of income and of future prospects,
particularly for the young.

Primary producers in the developed world sought to improve the efficiency of agriculture,
mining and fishing Ly the application of technoloyry and capital to their enterprises. Mines use
more machines, farms consolidate and apply more efficient equipment to reduce labour costs
and maintain profits, Asaresult, primary producers need fewer people in their enterprises. The
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geographical result of this economic trend has been the ‘rural-urban’ drift - the movement of
people gradually from rural to urban environments. The most obvious consequences are seen
in the decline of small mwns.theclosmofschoolsmdbanksand.ﬁmny.:beeesaﬁonof
thetownssaviablesocialmdeconomicpmposiﬂon. Some of the larger regional centres grow
as people move away from the smaller towns. Snﬁsﬁuny.thepopuhﬁonwhhmanmmy
appeartohnvechangedlinle.buttbepeoples'vahwsmayhnvealmedﬁomannltoamac
urban perspective.

Cy Maxwell,2 on behalf of the organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), pointed to four major trends in western rural societies:

. the rural-urban migration;

. decentralisation of educational service delivery;

. rural dissatisfaction with inflexible educational service, and
. a renewed respect for rural education models.

In particular, Maxwell3 highlighted the benefits associated! with rural schools:

1. ‘themleofthemralschoolasasoumcofcunmunixyxxide.idmdtyandsmbmtyinits
seting;

2. meinfmmalfamiﬁalwvhunmantwhichexistsinmmy(thwghbymmeansalnmu
rural schools;

3. the relative success of rural schools in teaching the so-called ‘basics’;

4. the historic role of schools in sparsely populated areas as nawral laboratories for such
‘innovative’ educational practices as individualised instruction, cross-age grouping,
older students teaching younger students, using the community as a leaming resource
and ‘mainstreaming’ mildly handicapped children;

S, cmwnaboutequaleducaﬁonaloppommitywhichhaveemagedovcrrecuuyears;and

6. the recent preoccupation with equity generally, and aid to disadvantaged populations in
particular.

Recognition of thers elements is important for begiraing teachers because each provides
indieamrswdwnanneofmecanmunityinwhichmeschoolislocamdsoumwhmm
work effectively. Theyneedtobeabletorelatemlhecommmityasawholeandwunderstand
some of its major concerns, This, in turn, helps teachers w0 see the students as individuals within
the contexts of their own world. Being aware of this context not only leads to an easier social
acceptance but also to a capacity to link each lesson to the daily realities experienci:d by the
studeats in the class,

Steven Clark makes a distinction between ‘rural education’ and ‘education in rural arras’
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ering this topic. Tachusueedmchﬁfylheconceptsbecnusetheydmwanwdisdncﬁon
buwwu.monehand.thepmvisim ofastandardlsedstatewidcedwaﬁon (incurriculum terms)
andonmeuhe.aunﬁcMumSpeciﬁcauydesignedformdemﬁedwmnnﬂlmﬁon ‘Rural
education’ in this sesting becomes *agricultural education’ oz, for Aboriginal people, ‘cultur.
ally-based education’, while education in rural areas becomes memeansofpmvidinga
commaon curriculum in a rural place,

of a statewide, rigid curriculum, while giving all students an ‘equal’ education misses the point
that students are different and contributes towards a cultural unifomity.s

at the secondary level comment on the similarities theyﬁndintheanim&sandexpectaﬁons
ofsmdemsinhhdzennnlandnrbmenﬁmm:ms. Yet.malandlnbansimaﬁonsappearw
be fundamentaily differen; The paradox is difficult to explain. State and Commonwealth

Looking specifically at rura] education, teachers might ask what are the characteristics of
isolation and what these mean for educational provision, The feawre most frequently
associated with Australian isolation is 8cography. Great distances and sparse population
characterise the world’s remote places, but the notion of distance is not confined to the distance
between places. There are other factors, including time taken to travel, cost, terrain and
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technology. Itinerant icachers based in Schools of Distance Education/Schools of the Air travel
grea distances to visit the most remote stations and properties. If the purpose of the travel is
communication, then telephones (tesrestrial or satellite) can be used to eliminats travel.

Geographic isolation is not the only form of isolation: minority cultural groups, especially
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are isolated from the values of the dominant
Eurocentric Australians. In some cases, they are even isolated from their own lands because
of land tenancy laws and historical events. Similarly, non-English speaking immigrant
communities in remote places may also be isolated from xho.-.English--zrpal:iugmajurity.6 Both
of the groups create special problems in the provision of education because their needs are
complex and unfamiliar to educational administrative personnel. Additionally, neithermay use
English as the usual language of comaunication.

Social isolation occurs equally in rural and urban socisties, but its effects stand out clearly in
smaller remote communities. Social differences recur through differences in status attributable
to circumstances of birth, employment, wealth and class grouping. Teachers, in the primary
s¢ 100ls will soon be made aware of the differences between families owning properties and
using the Schools of Distance Education and those who live in town and attend the local school.
Similarly, the tradition of some families sending students to boarding school as opposed to
those attending the local small high school (or secondary department) will become evident to
secondary teachers. In fact, one small town, Chartars Towers in Queensland, has six secondary
schools supporting boarding students and a Stats High School catering for the local students.
The pastoral town of Toowoomba, one-thousand kilometres to the south of Charters Towers,
is in & similar position. Some families maintain their own traditions £ sending students only
tocertain schools in major cities such as Sydney, Melbourne or Brisbane. Rural teachers should
be aware of the status levels families accord to themselves or are given by others. Of course,
such information makes no difference in the classroom context, but may help the teacher be
more aware of social context prevailing in the community in which, for the time, that teacher
must live.

In some small, but well established rural places, the community’s membezs are well aware that
teachers are only temporary residents, keeping good company with other officers employed by
a variety of government agencies or major banks. For some residents, the cost of investing too
much energy in befriending peripatetic teachers is too high. It is to this extent that teachers
suffer social isolation and tend to turn more towards other non-permanent residents for social
relaxauon. As a consequence, the more distant the teachers are from the concems of the
families, the greater is the communication gap betweea the teachers, the students and their
families. One experienced school administrator, a female deputy principal, adopted a policy
of always accepting the first social invitations offered to her, but chose subsequent ones with
much more care. She reasoned that, by being willing to participate in the town’s life, she
demonstrated a commitmexit to her job of teaching in that place. Her experience showed that
firstinvitations refused rarely resulted in second offers. To summarise, rural communities have
groups socially isolated from each other and from the itinerant staff in schools. Teachersought
to be aware of these divisions so that they can function more effectively.
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Teachers are often asked to confront teaching situations for which they have nad little formal
prepanation, for example, in the education of students with special needs. In the smallest
schools, teachers, especially beginning teachers, feel professionally isolated from the appropri-
ate specialist help. Education Departments employ visiting guidance officers, remedial,
resource, music and physical education teachers to give specialised assinancs. However, in the
smallest schools such specialists can only visit on infrequent occasions and the permanent staff
need to rely on telephones to keep in touch with regionally or centrally-based ‘experts’ who are
desk bound and able to answer phone calls. Most education systems offer in-service work to
beginﬁngwhus.mﬁmsbywayofamducedwmgloadmdin-housesenﬁm On
other occasions new staff may participate in a week's Withdrawal from the classroom. The
purpose of such sessions is to enhance skills and reduce the sense of professional isolation felt
by teachers, but they rarely contain sufficient training in preparing teacherstodeal expertly with
students having outstanding special needs.

Education Departments recognised the professional isolation suffered by teachers. For
example, in Queensland the fore-runnerof the Secondary Correspondence: School was asystem
of education using notes of teacher-training lecture notes being mailed to teachers working in
remote pluces. By reading the nntes, passing examinations and by being inspected regularly,
teachers could move up a promotional ladder from unclassified assistant teachers to Head
Teacher of a primary school with several other teachers on the staff. By using the Correspon-
dence System, Departments slowly raised the qualifications of teachers and today, many
teachers pursue higher degrees by enrolling in externally offered university courses.

Communities in remote places often move quickly 1o adopt technological means to overcome
their isolation. The rapidity with which such communities adopted radio communications gives
testimony to this fact. The urban-rural division mentioned frequently in rural studies literature
emphasises the need for an ongoing interaction between rural and urban communities. Rural
radio and television programs serve to respect this need.

Despite such efforts itis a fact that most te._chers have iheir origins in Australia’s coastal cities.
When moving to rural areas, teachers may recognise that isolated people develop astrong sense
of ‘Community’ because of the similarities of the interests. For example, the establishment of
the Isolated Childrens’ Parents Association at Bourke (NSW) in 1970 demonstrates the
communal concerns showed by the most remote farming families for the education of their
children. The Queensland Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Fducation Consultative
Committee performs a similar function for some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups.

The Remote Area Teacher Education Project (RATEP) delivers higher education teacher
preparation courses on-site to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. In effect, it
trains community people to become community teachers without them having to move to
formal institutions such as university campuses. An increasing self-awareness among isolated
communities may lead to the development of special communications skills. For example, at
abasic level, even very young children on remote properties operate High Frequency radio sets
during ‘on-air’ lessons with Schools of Distance Education. More general communications in
isolated places arise from radio and television broadcasts. These originate in major cites,
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mﬂecﬂngd\eooncunsofﬂwm’oanpeople. Somes:aﬁonsincmdelocalconwm,bmauy the
wwmwmmmfmmmmu(mmmm
News.menuﬁahsmdspombmadusuhelpwwddambygivinghmmmon
experisnces, but syndicated foreign programs lack significant cultural, national or local
reference. andmidmﬁﬁmdwomﬂwmedhmhdmﬂmden&no&om
wbeabletouscequimt.bmahowanﬂysemdcomp-ehmdthetypeandcbasmofme
message provided through the medium.”

Teachers working in any educational setting are influenced by the social and political climaies.
Stress on topics changes from time to time, leading to different curriculum emphases. Greater
understanding of how children learn means changes to teaching techniques or assessment
methods. Genenlecmmicweubemofmemonhenaﬁonaffeasﬂwavaﬂabiﬁty of funds
w0 implement educational change and innovation. Also, the administrative climate within
schoolsmddepumen&saﬂectsuwwﬂnnmofwws to seek change in the educational
enterprise. All of these factors combine together to influence the responses isolated commu-
nities and teachers make in the provision of education to the students. The following diagram®
(Figure 1) identifies three dimensions of isolation: types of isolation, ways of coping with
isolation and conditions affecting potential for change amox. § the isolated. All thres impinge
on the form, quality and extent of education in remote places. Each dimension, when analysed
independently of the others, ssems to be simple. But when each dimension is considered in
relationship to the other two, then meprocesofanalysisbwomaeomplexbutmm
satisfying means of analysing education in isolated places.

Teachers beginning their careers in rural schools will recognise that ‘rural education, of the
provision of education to rural arcas isnotuingleenﬁty.bmacomplexmkofrelaﬁng
curriculum to people in places being taught by those whose teaure may be only temporary. As
Dmnmdmggim%him‘MMwmbmnﬁonofqmﬁﬁsuNgomwupm
peoplcandhowtheypaceiveu\eworldaxoundmemmaydistinzuishmecharacterofnn-allife
mare than geography and vocation. As respecters of learning on one hand, but with the
inclination to be suspicious of institutions on the other, the school is ofien a paradox to rural
residents. To reduce the paradoxical element in school/community relationships will require
a more closely aligned partnership between community residents and school staffs.’ The
solution, then might be to allow connnunideswhawmmsayinmeopmtionof their schools.

It is into situations such as this that beginning teachers, whoss origins are most likely to have
been urban in character and whose social and pedagogoic skills are least developed, are thrust.
Teacher preparation courses focus agention on content and method but perhaps students might
also benefit by being introduced to those factors that influence the communities in which they
will be employed. Most institations preparing teachers would claim to incorporate elements of

preparation for rural teaching but perhaps it is time to consider the mater in more depth than
is often the case today.
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