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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the idea that rurality is important in children’s learning even though it
is in conflict with dominant educational discourses. Crucial to identifying this was the use
of research methods that focused on rural meanings. In this paper we report on an
ethnographic study that explored the experiences of parent supervisors of primary school
distance education students. The parent supervisors identified that they chose distance
education because it enables them to live their rural lifestyle, which in turn reflects the
worldview they aim to bring their children up in. However, the schooling they receive
values a different, metropolitan-cosmopolitan worldview (Roberts, 2014). In semistructured interviews parent supervisors described how they would initially focus on
conforming to the expectations of schooling, before then realising this was problematic
for their students. They would then instead focus on doing what worked for them, which
were actions based on their rural ways of being. Ethnography as an approach enabled this
research to focus on rural meanings, which identified that parent supervisors work hard
to ensure rural perspectives are included when they teach their children because they
know this is necessary to meet their children’s learning needs. This leads to an important
message for school authorities: rurality does matter in education, and education is not
confined to the criteria set by school authorities. Importantly, the situated perspective
that is implicit in the actions of parent supervisors indicates that adopting a placeconscious (Gruenewald, 2003) approach to schooling would help to sustain rural
lifeworlds.
Keywords: parent supervisors, distance education, rural meanings, place conscious
approaches

INTRODUCTION
In this paper we argue that rurality is an important reference point in the lives of rural children,
and therefore needs greater consideration in the practices of schooling. We argue that this
suggestion may well be in conflict with dominant educational discourses, as modern schooling
tends to value a more metropolitan-cosmopolitan worldview (Roberts, 2014a). This can be seen
to marginalise the rural (Roberts, 2014a) and encourage students to leave rural areas (Corbett,
2007). Such an education is, we suggest, unethical and unjust when considered in light of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child. This Convention states that children have the right to
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access a school education that begins with their needs, and respects and encourages the
development of their culture and identity (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1990). In a rural
context we interpret this to imply respecting and considering their rurality in schooling. Using the
example of the experiences of parent supervisors of primary school distance education school
students, we draw on these perspectives to advance arguments about the place of rural
meanings in schooling. In focusing on rural meanings, we build on the work of Green, Noone and
Nolan (2013; Green, 2006) who argue that rural place influences the experiences of supervisors in
distance education.
Parent supervisors are an integral part of distance education schooling, a mode of schooling that
allows students in isolated areas to access schooling without leaving their own home. In distance
education schooling, students communicate with teachers who are located at a regional centre.
These teachers send the students school lessons to complete in their home (Lopes, O’Donoghue,
& O’Neill, 2011). Without the physical presence of a qualified teacher, each student needs another
adult to assist with their schooling on a daily basis. School authorities have labelled this adult a
‘supervisor’ in distance education schooling (New South Wales Department of Education and
Communities Rural and Distance Education Unit, 2011). Supervisors are required to undertake
significant teaching tasks (Downes, 2013; Green, 2006; Tomlinson, Coulter, & Peacock, 1985) and
in most cases, the supervisor is one of the child’s parents, usually their mother (Alston & Kent,
2008; Fitzpatrick, 1982; Tynan & O’Neill, 2007). In this paper we have used the term ‘parent
supervisors’ to describe these parents. It is this structure that makes distance education different
to home schooling, where the students’ lessons are designed and overseen by their parents only,
not a qualified teacher who is employed by an education authority.
To surface these perspectives and issues in the experiences of parent supervisors, the study
referred to needed to take a different methodological approach to previous studies, one that put
rural meanings at the forefront as something to be valued rather than a deficit to be overcome
(Roberts & Green, 2013). In taking this approach, we draw on a growing body of work around the
importance of research, and research methods that value the rural (see for example White &
Corbett, 2014). By recognising the interconnection between methods, orientation and subject,
the influences of rural meanings were able to be surfaced in this study (Roberts, 2014b).
We will now introduce what we mean by rural meaning and describe how the rural is positioned
and represented in schooling to explore these issues. This will then be followed by an
explanation of why taking a different approach to previous research was essential to identify the
importance of rural meanings. We will then illustrate these issues using the example of the
experiences of parent supervisors of primary school distance education students.

RURAL MEANINGS
By the phrase ‘rural meanings’ we are gesturing towards knowledges grounded in an
understanding of rural life worlds as opposed to meanings rooted in a more metropolitancosmopolitan worldview. This form of knowledge is inevitably situated and emanates from a rural
standpoint (Roberts, 2014b). This is not to suggest that one is more important or more valuable
than the other, rather it is to suggest that different knowledges exist and that to be effective,
schooling needs to work with that which is familiar to students. Here we reference the central
tenant of student engagement that learning, and good teaching, begins with where students are
in their learning journey and with examples that are known to students (see for example
Boomer, 1992; Bruner, 1960; Dewey, 1938). The aim here is not to move towards any form of
cultural or educational relativism, instead we are talking about the starting point of educational
instruction. Though we do so in the context of the broader concern, that education may indeed
work against the interests and needs of rural communities (Corbett, 2007; Roberts, 2013; Roberts
& Downes, in press). More generally we recognise that education should take students beyond
their known world and give them broader experiences and opportunities; however we would
suggest it is unethical for schooling to actively de-value or undermine children’s life worlds.
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Equally we do not mean that schooling should reinforce that lifestyle akin to stasis but that it
should enable it to maintain a place in the students’ life, for to deny it is to deny the student their
history and arguably culture.
The difficulty arises in defining what rural meanings are due to the multiplicity of meanings of the
rural (Roberts & Green, 2013). As such we suggest that describing rural meanings is one of the
ongoing avenues of rural educational research. Our aim here is to begin such a discussion. To do
so we turn to definitions of the rural and rural social space as broad markers of what such
meanings may relate to. However, as Cloke (2006) argues, there are many competing definitions
of the rural, many of which differ in terms of geographic determinations, economic basis, or
cultural definitions. The rural is inherently spatial (Halfacree, 2006) such that [t]he idea of rurality
seems to be firmly entrenched in popular discourse about space, place and society in the Western
world (Cloke, 2006, p. 18). As a spatial concept, and with reference to notions of place, the rural
can be seen as a socially constructed space with competing and layered conceptions of its
meaning and value (Cloke, 2006). Whilst certain physical characteristics can be described as
relevant to scale, for example topography, others such as location are relative to other locations
and therefore do not exist independently. Complicating matters further is the social construction
of space and place and that meanings are relative to experience and perception.
Describing just what is rural and what rural itself means is a central pre-occupation of rural
studies (Woods, 2011), and something that remains an ongoing topic of debate and discussion.
Recognising this complexity, models representing the rural advanced in the rural social sciences
tend to be multidimensional. For example, Halfacree (2006) puts forward a three-fold model of
rural space, consisting of: rural locality (inscribed through practices of production and
consumption), formal representations of the rural (particularly how it is framed in capitalist
consumption) and, everyday lives of the rural (with reference to culture). Alternatively Cloke
(2006) proposes three theoretical frames for understanding the rural: functional (land use and
life linked to land), political-economic (social production) and, social (culture and values). Moving
to what they term a generative theory of rurality Balfour, Mitchell and Molestone (2008) suggest
rurality as: context, forces (space, place and time), agencies (movement, systems, will) and
resources (situated, material and psychosocial). Notably each of these three approaches implies
some quantifiable dimension, but rests upon predominantly socially constructed values.
This complexity is also reflected in studies concerned with matters pertaining to education in
rural areas. For example in the context of a study of rural literacies Donehower, Hogg and Schell
(2007) suggest a threefold model involving quantitative (statistics on population and region),
geographic (regions, areas, spaces or places) and cultural (interaction of people, groups and
communities) elements. As they argue, and Green and Corbett (2013) endorse: It is important to
define rural not only demographically and geographically but culturally as well (Donehower et al.,
2007, p. 9). Focusing upon the social side of an already identified rural space, Reid et al. (2010)
highlight the elements of rural social space in a model that draws upon: demography
(population, culture, people), economy (work, industry, production, and geography
(environment, place) as key considerations for policy. Finally, looking at how these may come
together in relation to defining rural communities, Howley and Howley (2010) propose three rural
community types: durable agrarian (sustainable rural industries), resource extraction (mining,
logging) and, suburbanizing (becoming other than rural).
We highlight these multiple models to emphasise the point that defining the rural, and then by
association rural meanings, is inherently complex and contested. Given the plurality of places
there is always the risk of stereotyped characterisations, or perhaps more likely an impulse to
disengage with the complexity and treat all places the same. For our purposes here in suggesting
the existence of rural meanings we note that each of the models contain elements of land,
cultures linked to land and place, and particular social relations. We contend that, drawing upon
ideas of situated knowledge’s or a rural standpoint (Roberts, 2014) this produces different
relationships with knowledge. There is then a connection between textual practices and life
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practices (Green & Corbett, 2013, p.4) that have a unique quality in rural places. If, and if so, how,
schooling engages with these, is our concern here.

SCHOOLING AND RURALITY
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states that children have the right to access a
school education that begins with their needs and respects and encourages the development of
their culture and identity (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1990). For children in rural areas,
this means receiving an education that considers and values their rurality. Rurality is, as discussed
above, a complex socio-cultural construction that forms part of a person’s identity and influences
the way they see the world. Parent supervisors, and arguably rural people more generally, make
meanings from enacting the interconnection between social, economic, and geographic features
of their place. For example, a decision to live in a rural location may be a choice that is linked to
the use of the land for farming, business purposes and a life related to these. In turn, this
influences economic factors because it is necessary to engage in work that comes with their rural
way of life. Some work, such as calving, harvesting and shearing, have cycles that need to be
attended to immediately (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2000). This rural
way of life brings particular meanings and ways of being and doing, or, what we describe as ‘rural
meanings’.
Schooling in rural and remote areas is often perceived to be deficient and problematic in
comparison to metropolitan areas (Reid et al., 2010) due to concerns about access to education
(Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2000), and access to education that meets
the students’ needs (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2000). For reasons such
as these, rural schooling is considered to be an area of ongoing concern (Green, 2008). However,
Roberts and Green (2013) argue that in schooling, views such as these are because the rural is
compared to imagined metropolitan-cosmopolitan standards. Furthermore schooling can be
argued to privilege more metropolitan-cosmopolitan values that marginalise rural ways of being
(Roberts, 2014a). Cosmopolitan values, in symbolic terms, refer to an outlook that focuses on
economic advancement, competition, and mobility in a globalised world (Corbett, 2010;
Popkewitz, 2008). The metropolitan-cosmopolitan values are evident for example, in the
Melbourne Declaration National Goals for Schooling, where it identifies school education to be a
way of equipping children to live and compete in a global economy (Ministerial Council on
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008), and the curriculum that is taught, as it
lacks relevance to rural students (Commonwealth Schools Commission, 1987; Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission, 2000). This orientation to equipping students with the
knowledge and skills to live and work in the global world (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008) is
problematic for rural students and families, as parents want their children to succeed at
schooling. However, as Corbett (2007) identified, this perspective invariably means students
must learn to leave rural areas, either physically or mentally, to conform to the values of modern
schooling to achieve success.
Situating distance education within the context of rural schooling, perhaps unsurprisingly then,
Green et al. (2013) identified that the skills of supervisors have mostly been seen as deficient,
with most research failing to value their knowledge and experience. They suggest that to
understand the supervisors’ experiences, there is a need to focus on how place, including the
supervisors’ interactions, actions and relationships in and out of the schoolroom, influence them
in the schoolroom (Green et al., 2013). Supervisors themselves have also described feelings of
inadequacy, uncertainty and confusion in their role as supervisor (Green, 2006; Lee & Wilks, 2007;
Taylor & Tomlinson, 1985). Rurality it seems, would logically be a part of the identity of these
supervisors, and therefore influences their priorities and actions in their role. To explore this, the
study referred to need to explicitly value rurality.
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FOCUSING ON THE RURAL IN RESEARCH
This paper is informed by the perspective that rural research should be conducted from a rural
standpoint and focus upon the particularities and subjectivities of rural places (Roberts, 2014b).
This is in contradistinction to most research methods employed in education that have a
metropolitan bias that positions the rural as deficit instead of viewing it as different (White &
Corbett, 2014). This perspective would seem to explain the conclusions of most previous work
on the role of supervisors that have found the skills of supervisors to be deficient (Green et al.,
2013). We would argue that the methodological orientation of putting schooling practices at the
centre rather than rural meanings have influenced the studies and conclusions such as this. When
rurality has been considered in these studies (for a review of these studies please see Downes,
2013) it has been as a marker of location for the experiences of supervisors. That is they have not
actively considered the complexities that rurality encompasses (Howley & Howley, 2014) or how
rurality influences our understanding of issues (Roberts, 2014b).
Viewing rurality in this way is not surprising as recognising and valuing rural meanings is difficult
to do, and consequently, this is often missing from rural research (Roberts & Green, 2013). By
only viewing rurality as a location, these studies were only able to identify clashes between the
expectations of schooling and what supervisors can achieve (Alston & Kent, 2008; Lee & Wilks,
2006; Taylor & Tomlinson, 1985; Tomlinson et al., 1985), not the way in which parent supervisors
are influenced by rural meanings. As these studies just described rurality as a structural feature
without recognising what it means to the parent supervisors (Stehlik, 2001), this made rurality
meaningless to the research (Howley, Theobald, & Howley, 2005).
When rurality is considered in a meaningful way, both as part of the parent supervisors’ identities
and as an influence upon their worldview, it is a cultural factor (Howley & Howley, 2014). Given
this cultural meaning, an ethnographic approach was appropriate in order to focus on insights
into the interpretations and experiences of the parent supervisors who live in rural communities
in this study. Ethnographic studies describe culture-sharing groups of people (Johnson &
Christenson, 2012), and focus on their shared patterns of behaviour, practices, attitudes, values,
and understandings (Creswell, 2005). Ethnography enabled this research to focus on the
practical, day-to-day experiences of parent supervisors, and importantly, rural meanings, which
gave insight into the influence of rural meanings in the work of parent supervisors.

METHOD
In the ethnographic study, parent supervisors participated in semi-structured interviews using
Skype VoIP calling. Potential participants were contacted and invited to participate with the
assistance of the Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association of New South Wales (ICPA), a key
support network for parents living in isolated regions of the state. An invitation to participate
was sent to members of the ICPA, and all ten supervisors who volunteered were interviewed. The
supervisors who were interviewed were from three different distance education schools in New
South Wales.
Supervisors were given a copy of the interview guide prior to the interviews to allow them time
to reflect on their experiences. In the interviews, supervisors were asked questions that focused
on gaining descriptions of their day-to-day practices in their role. Semi-structured interviews
allowed flexibility for participants to focus on what they felt was important (Tierney & Dilley,
2001), and describe their experiences from their own perspective (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2011; Corbetta, 2003). The supervisors were able to end their interview when they felt they had
nothing more to add, with the interviews lasting for approximately one hour each. The
interviews were transcribed, with participants confirming and validating their transcript prior to
the analysis. The transcripts were first manually coded using a three step data coding framework
of open coding, axial coding and selective coding from a grounded theory approach to data
analysis (Ezzy, 2002; Grbich, 2007). Transcripts were then analysed using the data analysis
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program Leximancer (University of Queensland, 2005) to verify the manual analysis. The research
was conducted with the approval of the University of Canberra Human Research Ethics
Committee.

FINDINGS: CONFLICTING PERSPECTIVES
By focusing on rural meanings in the experiences of supervisors it became evident that the
supervisors valued rural meanings and believed it was important to engage with them to meet
their students’ needs. However, they were also acutely aware that these were in conflict with
the dominant values of schooling and consequently felt a sense of guilt and/or subversion. A
typical description of this conflict was that supervisors would recount first doing what they
believed was expected of them in terms of the values (and related expectations) of schooling,
only to have their students and family more generally struggle with its relevance and meaning.
They would then proceed to explain, somewhat hesitantly, what actually worked for them, with
this being actions that incorporated rural meanings. Within the context of this overarching
conflict, in the following sections we will explore these dilemmas in greater detail.

The Expectations of Schooling
In distance education schooling, the school teachers send the supervisors scripted lessons with a
timeline for them to be completed with their students. These lessons are scripted so that
supervisors are able to ‘…read straight from the book to the kids’ (Sarah) while completing
lessons. It is expected that students are ‘at’ school during the same hours face-to-face school
students are at school, and have access to a learning space like a classroom (Dubbo School of
Distance Education, 2012). Implicit in these expectations is the assumption that schooling for
students in distance education schools must occur in exactly the same manner it does for
students in face-to-face schools. Location is not seen to influence the nature of schooling that is
provided, and all schools and students are seen to have the same needs (Green & Letts, 2007).
In structuring schooling this way, the school controlled how, when, and what, the students
learnt. When the supervisors were starting out in their role they recalled essentially doing what
was expected of them by the school to maximise school success. They completed the lessons as
the teachers scripted them, focused on meeting the expected timetable of completion, and to do
so, prioritised schooling over other responsibilities they had such as farm work. For instance,
Heidi described how she felt that:
…being a parent I know that my kids can count, but do I know that so not push that? I find
it very important for the kids to record and let the teacher be aware of where they’re at so
that the teachers can then keep the child at their appropriate level.
Heidi’s example illustrates that the scripted lessons are not set with the students’ needs in mind.
Instead, they are set with the aim of keeping students occupied in the schoolroom for six hours a
day, five days a week, and the expectation to demonstrate certain knowledge and skills in a
certain way. The supervisors felt conforming to these expectations was important so that their
students were not perceived to be disadvantaged because they undertook their schooling by
distance education. Here the supervisors are being influenced by a general perception that rural
schools are problematic and disadvantaged (Reid et al., 2010).

Issues with Conforming to the Expectations of Schooling
Although the supervisors tried to conform to the expectations of schooling they experienced
difficulties and found it was problematic for them and their students. Schooling as they were
expected to embrace it was not meeting the needs of their students or allowing them to engage
with the rural way of life that they valued.
Downes, N. & Roberts, P. (2015). Valuing rural meanings: The work of parent supervisors challenging
dominant educational discourses. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Vol. 25 (3), pp. 80–
93.
85

The supervisors felt the lesson scripts were difficult to implement with their students because
‘…the methods outlined don’t really work’ (Naomi). Many of the supervisors reported that their
students complained about the amount of written lesson materials, the repetitive nature of the
lessons, the requirement to be sedate during lessons, and the content of the lessons because it
was not relevant to them. Emma described how she felt that by following the lesson scripts
exactly as they were scripted she … put my eldest son off school work because I was too strict on
that.
Initially when their students resisted these lessons, the supervisors felt …there’s something
wrong with me, or there’s something wrong with my kid, we’re not getting all this work done
(Helen). However, it is more likely that it was not the supervisors at all, instead it was that some
of the scripted lessons just were not suitable for the students’ isolated rural setting. For example,
one supervisor described how:
… you get booklets and they’re clearly not appropriate for DE, they ask you to go down to
the shops and ask people this and that, or do interviews, or ask your friends what they’re
having for recess (Helen).
These were all tasks the students were unable to do. The teachers did not consider the students’
isolated rural setting when preparing the lessons.
The expectation that supervisors would spend six hours a day in their home school also clashed
with the supervisors’ rural way of life (Alston & Kent, 2008; Taylor & Tomlinson, 1985; Tynan &
O’Neill, 2007). Part of rural life is immediately attending to work responsibilities and duties such
as harvesting, calving, and shearing that are unpredictable in nature (Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission, 2000). Regardless of their supervisory role, the supervisors still had to
assist with farming and work responsibilities as they arose. As an example, Heidi described how:
...[the school day] can be broken up by ‘can you come and pick me up from the back sheep
yards’ or ‘I’m bogged can you come and pull me out’ or ‘I just need a hand to draft some
sheep’…there are times when we just have to drop everything and go out in the paddock
and do whatever.
Consequently, the supervisors experienced tensions between the expectations of home and
school (Alston & Kent, 2008; Taylor & Tomlinson, 1985; Tynan & O’Neill, 2007) as school
authorities expected the supervisors and their students to prioritise their schooling. This is
evident it being an enrolment condition that supervisors are available at all times to assist with
their students’ schooling (New South Wales Department of Education and Communities Rural
and Distance Education Unit, 2011).
This tension also extended to their home responsibilities, where supervisors also had to attend to
younger children and complete daily household chores. Before beginning distance education
schooling, the supervisors’ homes were where their everyday life took place. Their homes
involved family relationships, recreational activities, work and household responsibilities. This is
similar to the broader meaning ‘home’ has in schooling, where it recognises students’
interactions with their family and community (Kainz & Aikens, 2007). However, once they began
distance education schooling, they were expected to prioritise schooling. This meant they had to
find a way to manage their home responsibilities and still complete all the school lessons
expected by the school, in the way that was expected by the school. That is, they had to find
ways to complete the scripted lessons inside a schoolroom, for six hours a day. As an example of
the impact this had, Mary described how:
Morning tea breaks... they were much longer in this household because you’d always have
to come in, make phone calls, and order parts and deal with things to do with the farm...
and therefore quite often we might still have been working ‘til five o’clock in the evening...
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The supervisors also felt the way they were positioned in distance education schooling caused
conflict in their relationships with their students (Green, 2006). They felt the pressure to imitate
face-to-face schooling as much as possible so they tried to act how they thought teachers would
in the schoolroom. When they were not in the schoolroom, they related to their students
differently as parents. Many of the supervisors described it to be like wearing different hats
(Melanie) as they deliberately tried to resist any connections between the two identities.
However, to the school, and therefore their students, they were not a real teacher, just a
supervisor, who didn’t have the authority of a teacher. At times their students were not
interested in their school lessons and resisted the supervisors’ efforts to get them to complete
the lessons, something the supervisors felt students would not do for ‘real’ teachers. Many of the
supervisors echoed Heidi who described how:
Being a parent and trying to teach your kids, the kids know what sets you off, they know
how to pick you… they have respect for you, but they don’t have the same respect that
they have for their classroom teacher….
In this version of schooling, compulsory schooling is separated from families and communities,
and therefore devalues rural knowledges. The multiple roles of mother, teacher, wife, and farmer
are all kept separate by school authorities, placing the supervision of children under the control
of the state (Foucault, 1975). Teachers are seen as the experts in modern schooling, where the
dominant discourses of schooling are valued. Similarly, early rural schools were developed as a
way to control moral values in rural areas (Green & Letts, 2007) and distance education schools,
or correspondence schools as they were then known, ensured school education for these
purposes was able to reach even the most rural locations (Green & Letts, 2007). Today there is
still a power and control function in distance education schooling, as teachers are the experts
over supervisors in the knowledge that is taught. Students are allocated qualified teachers by the
school who exerted power and authority over the supervisors. The teachers tried to ensure the
values of schooling were maintained, which placed the supervisors in a less powerful position in
their students’ schooling.

Making Schooling Work for their Students: Introducing Rural Perspectives
After experiencing the difficulties described in the previous section, the supervisors felt that
schooling was not meeting the needs of their students. They could see that their students were
struggling to understand some of the content of the lessons and that the methods were not
suitable for their students. As such they worked hard to make sure their students were not just
working to master school knowledge. Instead, once they gained experience in the role, the
supervisors focused on turning the scripted lessons into opportunities for meaningful learning.
That is they actively started taking action to make it more interesting and give them your own
examples…(Jackie). One of the main ways they did this was by re-contextualising the scripted
lessons. This involved teaching the concept that was intended by the teacher in a way that
incorporated rural meanings, rather than the knowledge that was in the lesson scripts.
The way the supervisors re-contextualised the lessons meant that their students’ schooling did
not necessarily occur within the classroom, or within set school hours. Instead, the supervisors
would teach their students whenever opportunities arose, including during farm work. As an
example, one supervisor, Mary, described how she needed to teach her student to count, and
instead of doing it the way that was scripted, she felt:
I could tick that off without even doing that in the classroom because I know that we’d
completed it while driving along or mustering in the paddock…
Mary’s example of incorporating schooling with rural work demonstrates how the supervisors
would use place-based pedagogies (Gruenewald, 2003) and situated pedagogies (McConaghy,
2008), reinforcing that rural place is influential in the supervisors’ experiences (Green 2006;
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Green et al., 2013). The supervisors drew on rural meanings to consider the place-specific nexus
between environment, culture, and education (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 10) when teaching their
students. The supervisors were aware of the unique nature of their students’ context and
considered this in their learning, a factor that McConaghy (2008) argues is a crucial element of
quality teaching and learning.
By re-contextualising the scripted lessons it is evident that the teachers and supervisors have
different assumptions about the students’ learning needs and what is a valued way of
demonstrating learning. The lessons the teachers set for the supervisors were based around their
interpretation of the official curriculum documents, which Green (2003) identifies as focusing on
the type of nation they represent and aim to develop. This is arguably metropolitan-cosmopolitan
focused (Roberts, 2014), and centred on developing a globalised future (Brennan, 2011).
However, the supervisors’ version of the lessons focuses on elements of land and cultures linked
to land, all common elements in the different models of rurality. This is something the
supervisors wouldn’t do if they didn’t see that it was beneficial to their students, indicating that
rural meanings are valuable and important.
The supervisors also valued rural work and to allow time to engage with this, they did not
complete some lessons. The supervisors described how:
You’ve got all the rest of the things you’ve got to do… that’s why I say right we’re not
going to do that (lessons) or if we didn’t get time for something, well, we didn’t get time
for it (Helen).
Schooling for these students was integrated with everyday life experiences and rural work was
prioritised. Rural meanings were important and beneficial to their students’ learning.
CONCLUSION: A PLACE FOR RURAL MEANINGS IN SCHOOLING
In this study, the supervisors’ actions indicate that rural meanings matter and need to be
considered within the knowledge that is valued in schooling, the subtle messages schooling
conveys, and the methods of schooling. Crucial to identifying these issues was, putting rural
meanings at the forefront of the research, as something to be valued rather than a deficit to be
overcome (Roberts & Green, 2013). This reinforces how, in a rural context, research related to
this needs to value the rural (White & Corbett, 2014).
That rural meanings are not included in schooling suggests that their culture and identity is not
being respected as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) identifies that it should be.
This suggests that these rural students’ right to an education is not currently being met. As the
supervisors’ actions demonstrate, incorporating rural meanings are essential to help their
students learn, and to allow them to engage in the rural way of life that they value. However,
although the supervisors felt that the contextualised approach they used was more effective for
their students’ learning, initially they felt uncertain and guilty, and worried they weren’t meeting
the expectations of schooling. This is because modern schooling subtly conveys messages that
devalue the rural lifeworlds of the supervisors.
The supervisors’ experiences echo the experiences often described in the literature of new
teachers in rural contexts. They were for example expected to disregard their rurality (Boylan,
Sinclair, & Squires, 1992) to conform to the values of modern schooling. Rural students and their
supervisors have different knowledge bases to their teachers, which characterises the
supervisors’ experiences by the problem Higgins (1993) describes: Neither [the beginning
teachers] nor the students will fully comprehend each other’s weltanschauung, or way of seeing the
world (p. ix-xi). Here neither the distance education teachers who set the work appear to
understand the ‘weltanschauung’ of the students or supervisors. In de Certeau’s (1984) terms, as
a powerful institution the distance education school and its teachers used strategies of control to
maintain the values of modern schooling. They tried to control how, when, and what, the
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students would do in schooling by scripting lessons and setting timelines for completion.
However, the supervisors resisted the teachers’ strategies and employed tactics (de Certeau,
1984) so that schooling worked for their own purposes. The supervisors re-contextualised the
scripted lessons to incorporate rural meanings and prioritised rural work over the expectations of
schooling.
The situated perspective that is implicit in the actions of parent supervisors indicates that a ‘one
size fits all’ approach to schooling is problematic and, essentially, ineffective. Instead, differences
in lifeworlds need to be seen as an advantage, not as a deficit to be overcome. This is in a similar
way to the aims of the Disadvantaged Schools Program, which focused on empowering
differences by providing a school education that is appropriate to the students’ needs rather
than treating differences as a problem (Kemmis, 2003).
The study reported here gestures towards the notions of a rural pedagogy (Walker-Gibbs,
Ludecke, & Kline, 2015) by highlighting the knowledge base from which curriculum enactment
and pedagogy needs to originate. While questions of the relevance of some knowledge to be
mastered exist (Roberts, 2014a), this study highlights that it is as much the process of schooling
as the content that mediates this process that needs to be further investigated.

Downes, N. & Roberts, P. (2015). Valuing rural meanings: The work of parent supervisors challenging
dominant educational discourses. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Vol. 25 (3), pp. 80–
93.
89

REFERENCES
Alston, M., & Kent, J. (2008). Education for isolated children: Challenging gendered and structural
assumptions. Australian Journal of Social Issues, 43(3), 427–440.
Balfour, R., Mitchell, C., & Moletsane, R. (2008). Troubling contexts: Toward a generative theory
of rurality as education research. Journal of Rural and Community Development, 3(3),100–
111.
Boomer, G. (1992). Negotiating the curriculum. In G. Boomer, N. Lester, C. Onore & J. Cook (Eds.),
Negotiating the curriculum: Educating for the 21st century (pp. 4–13). London: Falmer.
Boylan, C., Sinclair, R., & Squires, D. (1992). Consultation on the development of a Broadbanded
National Equity Program for schools: A response from SPERA. Education in Rural
Australia, 2(2), 45–51.
Brennan, M. (2011). National Curriculum: A political-educational tangle. Australian Journal of
Education, 55(3), 259–280.
Bruner, J. (1960). The process of education. United States: Cambridge, Harvard University Press.
Cloke, P. (2006). Conceptualizing rurality. In P. J. Cloke, T. Marsden & P. H. Mooney (Eds.),
Handbook of Rural Studies (pp. 18–28). London: SAGE.
Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education (7th ed.). Great Britain:
Routledge.
Commonwealth Schools Commission. (1987). Schooling in rural Australia. Canberra: Curriculum
Development Centre.
Convention on the Rights of the Child, New York, 2 September 1990, United Nations Treaty Series,
vol. 1577, No. 27531, p. 3, available from:
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%201577/v1577.pdf
Corbett, M. (2007). Learning to leave: The Irony of schooling in a coastal community. Canada:
Fernwood Publishing.
Corbett, M. (2010). Standardized individuality: Cosmopolitanism and educational decision-making
in an Atlantic Canadian rural community. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and
International Education, 40(2), 223–237.
Corbetta, P. (2003). Social research: Theory, methods and techniques. London: SAGE.
Creswell, J. (2005). Educational research: Planning, conducting and evaluating quantitative and
qualitative research (2nd ed.). New Jersey: Merrill Prentice Hall.
de Certeau, M. (1984). The practice of everyday life. (S. Rendall, Trans.). Berkeley: California
University Press.
Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. United States: Kappa Delta Pi.
Donehower, K., Hogg, C., & Schell, E. E. (2007). Rural literacies. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois
University Press.
Downes, N. (2013). The challenges and opportunities experienced by parent supervisors in
primary school distance education. Australian and International Journal of Rural
Education. 23(3), 31–42.
Dubbo School of Distance Education. (2012). Guide for students and supervisors: Primary full-time
students. Retrieved from: http://www.dubbo-d.schools.nsw.edu.au/
documents/12953125/12968588/Guide%20for%20Primary%20Students%20and%20Supervis
ors%20Full%20time.pdf
Downes, N. & Roberts, P. (2015). Valuing rural meanings: The work of parent supervisors challenging
dominant educational discourses. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Vol. 25 (3), pp. 80–
93.
90

Ezzy, D. (2002). Qualitative analysis: Practice and innovation. Australia: Allen & Unwin.
Fitzpatrick, J. (1982). The Australian schools of the air: The conundrum of who teaches. Distance
Education, 3(2), 183–197.
Foucault, M. (1975). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. New York: Random House.
Grbich, C. (2007). Qualitative data analysis: An introduction. Great Britain: SAGE.
Green, B. (2003). Curriculum inquiry in Australia: Toward a local genealogy of the curriculum field.
In W. F. Pinar (Ed.), International handbook of curriculum research (pp. 123–141).
Manwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Green, B. (2008). The NSW Rural (Teacher) Education Project: Introduction and overview. In B.
Green (Ed.), Spaces & places: The NSW Rural (Teacher) Education Project (pp. 1–26).
Wagga Wagga, New South Wales: Centre for Information Studies, Charles Sturt
University.
Green, B., & Corbett, M. (2013). Introduction. In B. Green & M. Corbett (Eds.), Rethinking rural
literacies: Transnational perspectives (pp. 1–3). New York: Palgrave MacMillan.
Green, B., & Letts, W. (2007). Space, equity, and rural education: A 'trialectical' account. In K. N.
Gulson & C. Symes (Eds), Spatial Theories of Education: Policy and Geography Matters (pp.
57–76). New York: Routledge.
Green, N. (2006). Everyday life in distance education: One family’s home schooling experience.
Distance Education, 27(1), 27–44.
Green, N., Noone, G., & Nolan, A. (2013). Contemporary paradigms of rural teaching: The
significance of place. Australian & International Journal of Rural Education, 23(1), 91–115.
Gruenewald, D. (2003). The best of both worlds: A critical pedagogy of place. Educational
Researcher, 32(4), 3–12.
Gruenewald, D. A., & Smith, G. A. (2008). Place-based education in the global age. United States of
America: Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.
Halfacree, K. (2006). Rural space: Constructing a three-fold architecture. In P. J. Cloke, T. Marsden
& P. H. Mooney (Eds.), Handbook of Rural Studies (pp. 44–62). London: SAGE.
Higgins, A. (1993). Rural difference: A challenge for beginning teachers. Townsville: Rural Education
Research and Development Centre, James Cook University.
Howley, C., & Howley, A. (2014). Making sense of rural education research: Art, transgression and
other acts of terror. In S. White & M. Corbett (Eds), Doing educational research in rural
settings. Methodological issues, international perspectives and practical solutions (pp. 7–
25). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Howley, C., & Howley, A. (2010). Poverty and school achievement in rural communities: A socialclass interpretation. In K. A., Schafft & A. Youngblood Jackson (Eds), Rural Education for
the Twenty-First Century: Identity, Place, and Community in a Globalizing World (pp. 3450). University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press.
Howley, C., Theobald, P., & Howley, A. (2005). What rural education research is of most worth? A
reply to Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, and Dean. Journal of Research in Rural Education,
20(18), 1–6.
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission. (2000). Emerging themes: National inquiry into
rural and remote education. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.
Johnson, B., & Christensen, L. (2012). Educational research: Quantitative, qualitative & mixed
approaches (4th ed.). United States of America: SAGE.
Downes, N. & Roberts, P. (2015). Valuing rural meanings: The work of parent supervisors challenging
dominant educational discourses. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Vol. 25 (3), pp. 80–
93.
91

Kainz, K., & Aikens, N. (2007). Governing the family through education: A genealogy on the
home/school relation. Equity & Excellence in Education, 40(4), 301–310.
Kemmis, S. (2003, March). From DSP to PASP: Changing conceptualisations of disadvantage. Paper
presented to the Priority Action Schools Forum, Sydney, Australia.
Lee, L., & Wilks, A. (2007). Documenting the early literacy and numeracy practices of home tutors
in distance and isolated education in Australia. Australian Journal of Early Childhood,
32(2), 28–36.
Lopes, E., O’Donoghue, T., & O’Neill, M. (2011). The education of children in geographically remote
regions through distance education: Perspectives and lessons from Australia. United
States of America: Information Age Publishing.
McConaghy, C. (2008). Situating pedagogies: Rural pedagogy as social action. In B. Green (Ed.),
Spaces & places: The NSW Rural (Teacher) Education Project (pp. 299–338). Wagga
Wagga, New South Wales: Centre for Information Studies, Charles Sturt University.
Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs. (2008). Melbourne
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians December 2008. Retrieved from:
http://www.mceecdya.edu.au/verve/resources/National_Declaration_on_the_Education
al_Goals_for_Young_Australians.pdf
New South Wales Department of Education and Communities Rural and Distance Education Unit.
(2011). Distance Education Guidelines 2011. Retrieved from:
http://www.schools.nsw.edu.au/media/downloads/rde/distanceedu/deguide.pdf
Popkewitz, T. S. (2008). Cosmopolitanism and the age of school reform: Science, education, and
making society by making the child. New York: Routledge.
Reid, J., Green, B., Cooper, M., Hasting, W., Lock, G., & White, S. (2010). Regenerating rural social
space? Teacher education for rural-regional sustainability. Australian Journal of
Education, 54(3), 262–267.
Roberts, P. (2014a). A curriculum for the country: The absence of the rural in a national
curriculum. Curriculum Perspectives, 34(1), 51–60.
Roberts, P. (2014b) Researching from the standpoint of the rural. In S. White & M. Corbett (Eds.),
Doing educational research in rural settings. Methodological issues, international
perspectives and practical solutions (pp. 135–148). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Roberts, P. (2013). The role of an authentic curriculum and pedagogy for rural schools and the
professional satisfaction of rural teachers. Australian and International Journal of Rural
Education, 23(3), 89–99.
Roberts, P., & Downes, N. (in press). Conflicting messages: Sustainability and education for ruralregional sustainability. Rural Society.
Roberts, P., & Green, B. (2013). Researching rural place: On social justice and rural education.
Qualitative Inquiry, 19(10), 765–774.
Stehlik, D. (2001). ‘Out there’: Spaces, places and border crossings. In S. Lockie & L. Bourke (Eds.),
Rurality bites: The social and environmental transformation of rural Australia (pp. 30–44).
Annandale, New South Wales: Pluto Press.
Taylor, P., & Tomlinson, D. (1985). Primary distance education: Population, problems and prospects.
Perth: National Centre for Research on Rural Education, University of Western Australia.
Tierney, G., & Dilley, P. (2001). Interviewing in education. In J. F. Gurbrium & J. A. Holstein (Eds.),
Handbook of Interview Research (pp. 453–466). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Downes, N. & Roberts, P. (2015). Valuing rural meanings: The work of parent supervisors challenging
dominant educational discourses. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Vol. 25 (3), pp. 80–
93.
92

Tomlinson, D., Coulter, F., & Peacock, J. (1985). Teaching and learning at home: Distance education
and the isolated child. Western Australia: National Centre for Research on Rural
Education, University of Western Australia.
Tynan, B., & O’Neill, M. (2007). Individual perseverance: A theory of home tutors’ management of
schooling in isolated settings. Distance Education, 28(1), 95–110.
University of Queensland. (2005). Leximancer (Version 2.2). [Computer Software]. Queensland:
University of Queensland.
Walker-Gibbs, B., Ludecke, M., & Jodie Kline. (2015). Pedagogy of the rural: implications of size on
conceptualisations of rural. International Journal of Pedagogies and Learning. DOI:
10.1080/22040552.2015.1086292.
White, S., & Corbett, M. (2014) Introduction: Why put the ‘rural’ in research? In S. White & M.
Corbett (Eds.), Doing educational research in rural settings. Methodological issues,
international perspectives and practical solutions (pp. 1–4). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Woods, M. (2011). Rural. New York: Routledge

Natalie Downes
Nat.Downes@canberra.edu.au
Natalie is a research assistant at the University of Canberra. Natalie's research interests include
rural distance education, rural-regional sustainability and curriculum inquiry. This work has a
particular focus upon the cultural politics of schooling for rural students. In 2013 Natalie
completed her honours thesis on the experiences of parent supervisors of distance education
primary school students and graduated with first class honours. Natalie is currently a research
assistant for the project Towards Place Based Education in the Murray-Darling Basin, and the
International HDR student co-ordinator for the AARE rural education SIG. She will start her PhD in
2016 focusing on rural distance education.

Philip Roberts
Philip.Roberts@canberra.edu.au
Philip is an Assistant Professor in Curriculum Inquiry at the University of Canberra. Before joining
the University of Canberra Philip was a classroom teacher and Head Teacher for 14 years in rural
NSW Public High schools. He has also held various positions in the teachers’ union, curriculum
board and teacher registration authority. Philip is chief investigator for the Towards Place Based
Education in the Murray-Darling Basin project. He is the 2015 recipient of the bi-annual Australian
Curriculum Studies Association-Pearson Colin Marsh award for the best paper in the preceding
two years of the journal Curriculum Perspectives. In 2013 he was a recipient of the Vice
Chancellors award for Teaching Excellence. Philip has completed major national research
projects in the staffing of rural and remote schools and managed large-scale school based
research projects. His major ongoing research interest is how teachers situate the curriculum and
how spatial theories are incorporated into educational thinking. From this Philip has developed
three interconnected areas of research, rural education, curriculum hierarchies and spatial
justice, that are connected through a focus on place and the interests of the least powerful in our
society. Philip has an ongoing concern about quality and equity in education and works to disrupt
the meta-narratives that have dominated, and hijacked, these import fields through the
application of critical theory and spatial justice.

Downes, N. & Roberts, P. (2015). Valuing rural meanings: The work of parent supervisors challenging
dominant educational discourses. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, Vol. 25 (3), pp. 80–
93.
93

