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ABSTRACT

" The city stereotype of country people as uneultivated, unsophisticated, and uninterested in the

“arts and its education is rejected by this study. It draws upon interviews and a survey of home-

tutors and staff associated with the Longreach School of Distance Education about their views

on‘drama and viseal arts education. The authors show that while a wide range of views are held

- about thé arls in cducalion, most parents value their children's par ltCIp’llIOn in the arts and seek
' ful thu' pmtlumncm

© (INTRODUCT i()N_'_'_ R

It is a common stereotype; ¢ountry people as unsophisticated and uninterested in the arts,
including cducation in the arts. - 1t has been especially applied to Queensland where in the words
ofa duty

. the people insuly yer
And don't 'mdly know they've been rade,
Theére that ignorant, common and crude (cited by Ast!(,y, 1676)

LU Arecent art review dmuxxud the "great divide” between the c.ms(dl areas of Queenslsmd and the

1nlmd whue [hc, arts, 1! was LLmﬂu!

: cxpmd in lhb dry praginatic space of lh(. interior, where dmppomtment is o
ricar the surface of daily reality to dllow it to intervene in the umgmauou
~(Mawhood; 1993, p. 0) :

Thlq paper supports previous studies that have shown this pcmpcctwc, o be ﬁlse The School S
~ Commission study, Schooling in Rural Austratia (1988) found that while "generally satisfied
With the primary school carriculum offerings ... The main concern among parents tends to be
whether teaching is provided in art, music and physical education” (p. 87). Similarly, Crowther,
Postle and Walton's (1990) Necds Analysis of the Priority Country Areas Programme in
Queensland found that parents, childien and weachers felt that (here was a lack of provision for
cultural siibjects in the school curriculum. In this study we will show that teachers, and many
governesses and parents ol isolated children value drama and VE‘iUcl] ‘u(% m educatlon and even
seek to increase the amount of education in these areas.

THI: STUDY

The p’lpu ﬁdd:wscx 111(: quu!mn Wlml VdEULS cuu app;ucnt m the atl:(ude‘; and pr'lcuces of

b of expresscd by t‘umiu.s wnd (e uhua d\\()th[L‘(f with {he Longreach School of Distance
" Education (LSODE)Y (Duncum & (“‘swdy, [993), The catchment area [or the School is mostly
arid calé and sheep countiy, and toward (he Queensland/Soulh Austmin border, the population
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is as low as 3 people per square thousand kitometres (PCAPR, 1991). Many properties are far
from even small 1wy, Some [amilies gencrate electricity for only several hours per day. The
area conforms (0 the stereotype of Aostralia as a vast and empty place. But as this study will
show, attitudes towards involvement in drama and visual arts education belie any easy
characterisation.

METHODOLOGY

The two authors conducted two series of taped and fully transcribed, open ended interviews, and
a questionnaire of closed and open questions was also conducted.  Five educational
administrators, including three principals, were interviewed, as well as four class teachers,
including the arts specialist. Also interviewed were lwo general staff members, eighteen home-

. tuators, mcludmu parcnts and governesses; and four Lmldzen TInterviews were held at LSODE,
- on properties, and a cluster muster during a ram show (D To the questionnaire 48 of a potential

150 famitics, or. 32% responded, This was judged a fair return by the Deputy Principal of
. LSODE, and while not a1 high return-by social science standards, the range of responses closely
corresponds to the range of responses elicited during the interviews, Most interviews with
home-tutors, that is parcnts and governesses, were conducted at a raun show. We acknowledge
that this sample may not be representative of the whole population, since those attending the
ram show {ended to be from familics which, althocagh hard hit by the recession and drought,
remained among the more wealthy and widely educated. - People who had been hardest hit and
in more isolated areas tended not o be represented among those interviewed.,

RESEARCH FINDINGS
A Range of Responses

Responses varied considerably. Clearly some parcnts fiad little lime or interest in arts education,
a position succinctly put by one survey respondent thus? "I would have no idea whether any of
my children had an inferest in this area”. A comment by another respondent suggests why
ignoring the arts is possibler "1 don't have any idea about them and nor do the kids". A teacher
said, "I know many mothers consider art a pain becduse it takes away précious morning dme”
and about drama, one home-tutor said about other home-uitors, "A Iot of women are under a lot
of pressure just Lo get the basic schooling done and they see drama and those things as frills
rather than the essentials™

On the other hand, nthu l(.sp()nd{)ili% wuc w,t,puonally pmmve As far as I'm concerned”
wrole one home-tulor, "we want as much art as we can po&%;b!e %t‘" Another respondent
wrote: oo : S

" Twould lccdly lll\(_‘ o hc[p you in your mquny I thmk you 're doing a 1e'1ijusttce
to these kids. 1 missed out on all this when I did school of the air, and I'had’
trouble later in real school with CX]')](,\\]I]G myxclf cu,auvely and wuh dlama '
although T love it! -

WHO VALUES

Whe values arts cducation appears to depend not on the degree of isolation, but on specific
geographic location and on parents' backgrounds. A school principal noted that people. varied
widely depending on the coinmunity in which they lived. While some towns had populations
which were constantly changing with many people who previously lived at the coast, others had
a settled population wﬁit nmny pwpi{, having lived there a]l their lives. Hence the cultural mix

i

“Edacation in Rural Austratia, Vol. 4 (1) ... Page 26




of communitics varied, and centres with changing populations tended (o be more receptive to the
arts,

One respondent said:

the greatest advocates (for the arts) would be the more isolated people, because
they know what they're missing out on, and in the past have had the money to
visit and participate in cultural activitics, With the recession, these parents are
aware that their children are missing out. . .

The varymﬂ bcu,!\mounds of families was also lmmd £0 be a f’tCtOI‘ Many families were based
on what some respondents called "mixed marriages”, that is, where one partner, usually the wife,

came originally from the city and so was cxpoaud to a broader cultural experience. Indeed many
wives are trained teachers, and since almost always education was primarily the responsibility of
female parcnls, children of such marriages were fkely (0 be exposed to the arts. Many families
were determined (o give their chitdren ag broad an arts and caltural experience as possible to
compensate for their isolation,

Even where both parents come originatly [rom the country one or both have often spent
formalive years in citics, at boarding school or working. One teacher said of such parents,
"They vatue all those sorts of things “hecause they know the children aré missing out on them
here, so they really do push for 1hox<, types of activities.  Typical comments from home tutors
included: "For an educational philosophy I belicve in the big round .. I don't believe in just the
three R's.. I think they (children) need (o be stimulated in as many (hfielent ways as we can”.
“You've no! to give the kids a chance (o find where their niche in fife is”. "It's just stimulating
- the children's imaginations. I'm comfortable with jugging and jogging around the room and
making an idiot, WLH i quotation marks”. - s e IR

EVIDENCE OF VALUING
Strong support was found for more arts activities both on-air and during cluster muster and

mini- schools(l 2). Both mini-schools and cluster musters were seen (o provide children with.
the few opportunities they had 1o interact with their peers and, beside sport, arts activities were.
considercd the maost socially interactive of subject areas. Many rupondunts said (hat it was their
own lack of skills in the arts which p:cvumd their children receiving a better arts education, and-.-_-__- i
they sought assistance. "Help us first” was an oft repeated comment, and many suggestions as:
- to when and how home-tutors could be better assisted were offered. Mfmy called for workshops'
for home-tutors, cither over the air, or dmmu mini-schools which as one’ other pomted ) :
usually wasted time for parents who with nothmn giae o do mercly qudered about towr

N 'I‘he wor}. o! lhc arls xp(,u:tilxi was wnlciy puuxud T he PlillC!p‘l] oi LSODE saud

I know ﬁlti( whcn I lc':vu ih]s schoal dl}(f move inlo dno(h(,r primary. school, tha
will be trading in one of my classroom teachers for an expressive arts teacher
It will be as essential a part of my \E:tiﬁ as'a t(,ach(.l/hhr'twm or:i le'umng, suppor
teacher. . : :

We hehw(. the most mehmnl md:caunn ol.supp waortkof the
came not from the oft u,pc:m,d praise, but. the réaction'of home-tutors w
to choose between a physical education. Hp{.‘(,ldh\i, and: an.ars the
choose?". The significance of this:.question lics in'the 1rcquemly observed lack of physwal

ordination among dmmmu (..dllCEiliOIl (.hlkh(.ll md lhe §irgng: sports onentatmn of 1soiated:
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families. Most home-tutors were dismayed at having 1o make a choice and found the quesuon
exceplionally dilTicult to answer.

Home-lutors were also very receptive lo new ideas about the arts curriculum. -~ Although very
little appraisal of either drama or visval arts is undertaken over the School of the Air or in the
correspondence papers, home-tutors were almost unanimous in welcoming it

The participation of home-tutors in the more isolated areas in the ‘arts, while not widespread,
was also noted. Some mothers werc reported to lave acquired notable facility in craft activities.
One respondent wrote, "1 know a lot of women out here who are on properties miles from
anywhere who-are really brilliant. They paint and they write or they make jewellery”.
Similarly, governesses were said toneed to creale their own amusements with many tuning to

“one or more of the visual arts: The Principal of LSODE also spoke of parental mvolvement in

Louﬂie ach in poi[uy, pmumw and [hcui;c groups. He z:ddad .

“what you see at :tum!y day\ in lums of displays, the cmaludes, of pments ‘md kids
and their enthusiasm ... you don't necd a horse whip 1o get something started,
shows that they are vuy u,u,puvc toit.

Fmahe: evidence of vnlmsw can be scen in the response to quesuonnaue nems about whether
parents and -governesses thought that their children were educationally disadvantaged by

- distance education in general; and specifically in drama and viswal art. While overall, they felt
* that their ehildren were advantaged by being educated through a distance mode, a clear majority

felt that their children ‘were disadvantaged by being tasght visual arts and drama through a
distance mode. This conforms 1o the Schools Commission study of 1988, Asked the question,
"Do you consider your children o be-educationally advantaged or disadvantaged by having their
schooling through Schoal of the Air?" 35 replied advantaged, only 5 1'ep1ied disadvantaged,
while 8 were undecided. To the same guestion with regz’udx o mm “experience of art and
drama education” the foilowing figures were obtained. : TR

Art o i)ramzi___"
Advanaged - - - o oo MG e e S5
Disadvantaged Ceoecen 300 REST Y FOEE

Undecided -0 - oo 02 . 2

These results suggest not only an awureness of disadvantage but imply one reason for some
home-tutors making special provision for their children's arts education.. The disadvantages
noted included a lack of fecdhack on artwork produced, of peer contact, of resources, of
exposuare 1o arforms, and the inhibillons of home-tutors. Peer contact was especially acute for
drama, The frustration of one mother is evident in the comment:. "It's difficult to be going
through a play not sceing other people in it and not being dressed for the part. How do the
children enter the role if they're dressed in thelr ofd clothes talking to a hand piece”. Exposure
to drama was vsually Hmited (o television, and a typical comment was, "The children don't have
enough expmme 1o pantomimes, puppet shows, anything live".

However, a lack of exposure to drama appeared 1o be confined to isolated areas rather than the
towns. Oune Barcaldine schoo! principal held the view that th!dxen were exposed to more live
perfm mances than is mnmdl in @ large u!y . L - L

One respousc o iilc ly1dll[ly ot thlcmu, is lh(, imtci ing of an mte:es[ in radm plays wuh an
emphasis on' vocal characterisation. Accents, mﬂectmns, tone; and expression were said to be
highly advanced, and pride was clearly laken in these achievements. :
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The importance placed on visual art by LSODE is literally displayed, as the School building is
festooned with children's artwork. When walking about much of the building it is necessary to
constantly duck underncath artwork which hangs from the ceifing and (o step around the many
displays.

Nevertheless, home-tutors were consistently critical of LSODE in not providing skills in the
arts. While appreciating the efforts of the School to encourage creative activity, home-tutors
argued that children required skills {o develop. Many suggestions were made about how 1o
provide skills through handbooks and videos, ' -

We have discusséd how parends, governiesses and (eachers indicate their valuing of formal arts
education. Isolated children also indicate their interest through their self-inifiated or unsolicited
participation in drama and visual arts.. IHome-totors mentioned that children engaged in
unsolicited play, script writing, tape recording (heir plays, finger puppet plays, dressing up and
role playing especially of characters from books and televigion, made dance steps to songs, and
animated written stories including sound cifects on tape. Sometimes farin animals were
involved in the role plays. An exceptional example, one which involved considerable parental
investment as well, involved cight children who initiated, devised, and presented a scripted play.
They began by conferring on-air in the alternoons for many weeks before travelling to
Longreach for three days to rehearse, and design and make a set and props. The play was
performed before parents and teachers. The children were then driven to Mount Isa to compete
in the North Western Region heats of Tournament of the Minds and they won, -

Children were reported also to be "always drawing and painting”. One mother éommented, "My
daughter draws and reads practically non-stop, day in and day out”. One grade 3 girl
commented that she frequently drew during her hall hour lesson on air; and sometimes was lost
in her drawing when she was asked a direct question by her teacher. She said that she would
respond, "Oh so:;y Miss ... but there was static on the line, would you mind repeating the

. question”,

Other visual arts activitics mentioned included collage, working with clay, hat making models
out of boxes and paper mache, mobiles, doll c.io[hes masks, mud cities, and play dough story
maps. The mcnumlwsui were nuinerous, including old, well boiled bones.

Typical comments on these activities from home - tutors included, "Sometimes, they'll devise a
play for a special occasion when grandparents are here, but the imagination is always going.
"ts the (School of the Air) ones who are readly interested in things, they do the most interesting
work, much inore individual and creative and original than the town children”. What we believe
this suggests is a recognition, even celebration, of their children's participation in spontaneous
drama and visual arts wlmh is borne, partly, out of being so closely involved with their children
during the day. It appears one reason so many parents va!ue lhe cUL" in edumuon lS Lhat thelr
Chi!dltﬂ initiate their own participation, SR

" REASONS FOR VAL UING' '

Many of the cominents above provide the basis for how the arls are seen 1o benefll: chlldren.i.

They include recognition of their children's own interests, the néed'to Compensate for children's .

lack of culiural expericnce in isolated areas; # belief that arts'can contribute to other 1earmng,."-

especially language; provide opportunitics for creative and imaginative expeuenceS' and even-_ L
help later empioyment opportunitics. These reasons are part'of a broader recogmtlon that

children will not necessarily stay in isolated arcas and need broad educational experiences to
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live successfully in large towns and cities. The Principal of LSODE said, "People can see if you
want to take advantage of new knowledge .. you have to be receptive to it”.

CONCLUSION

We found that the stercotype of country people as uncultivated and uninterested in the arts and
its education to be false. Parents with backgrounds which included some years spent in cities
were found 10 be particularly sensitive to the limitation imposed by isolation and to compensate
accordingly. Some home-tiors participated in the arts, both in towns and the most remote
areas, and most children participated {msolicited in both drama and visval arts activities. A very
wide range of activities were noted. Since parents of isolated children have far more intimate
undersmndmg of their children's educational needs than city pavents, their observation of their
children's spontancous activity appears o have influenced the common perception among home-
tutors that drama and visual ar§ provide for a rounded education. The arts were valied as
outlets for feclings and emotions, as well as facilitators of the imagination. That so many
parents, governesses and educational personne! value the arts in education raises the question:
Why do educational systems nol value them so highly?

NOTES

I C’lusl‘.r muslers are mmlz:uul in cp\.uf:c regions, usully to coincide with qpecml events hke an agncultural
show, and Involve chiliren from all grades, .

2. Mini-schools are conducted at LSODE at Longrédch and involve a timited number of grades eac!l from the
whole catcliment area
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