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Over the past decade there has emerged a considerable amount of research and writing
concerning the pu,pdmuou of teachers for rural schools. Surwill (1990, p.6) concludes that pre-
servu:e tmchcm are ot!w uni'umhar with the unique problems of raral qchooh

- Mahy"pz‘ohfems arise for hegmmng teachers facing criployment in a rural setting because of
"lack of familiarity with these areas” (Smith and Squires, 1988). 1t would appear that begiming
teachers opl E'or mnp]nymcm in an arcﬂ that is familiar to them,

Many of thu new appmmc,u o xumi schools experience difficulty in adapting to the unfamiliar
‘environment in {erms of climate, socio-economics and community values and attitudes: : Turney,
~ Sinclair ahd Cairns (1980) in the book Tsolared Schools' discuss the 'urban-mindedness” of many
~teachers newly appointed to rural schools. This point is also raised by Cross, Leahy and
- Murphy (1989) whien relerring to the culiurat shock experienced by new appointees. The new
teacher often is not sensitised (o' rural living and needs the opportunity to pursue.-this before
taking a rural appointment. “Students preparing to teach in rural schools should receive
professional preparation specifically designed for this challenging career. This specially
designed segment ol their leacher preparation programme \houid me!ude on campus and off
campus experiences designed speciatly to meet the challenges of teaLhmG in a rural school"
Surwill, 1990, p.7). However, Tumey warns of the dangers of creating "separate courses which
- could create an-undesirabi¢ and artificial division in the pl()tumon" (Tumc,y, gtal, 1980, p. 33).
Ttis unpmlcmz Eiml student teachrs are given the opportunity o c,xpe: 1ence rural educauon
'wuhm i.hb mnme{us ni zhc Iuli tmnhu prepargtion course.

A number of ﬁovunmcn! u,p{}m in'the Iast ten years have also highlighted the need to sensitise
“teachers to i!u, culture and conditions associated with service in remote schools "More should
be done to prepare and assist teachérs for teaching in these areas of the state, and in promoting
the benefits of teaching in Western Queenstand” (Bozud of Teacher Registration, 1988 p. 87).
The most useful dctivity recommended is practical experience in a rural setting, provxdmg
background information for pre-service teachers. Lake (1985, p. 118) states that pre-service
courses should atlempt (o "minimise the risk ol professional and social estrangement and enable
' *'te'uchus !0 mm(, ciiauwcly mnt; ;bum 0 thc, fearning c,xpenences of runl ch:idxen '

B In 1987 ‘the (‘ommcmwcallh Schools Commission produced @ repmt "Schoolmg in’ Rural
Australia”. This report recognised the need o encourage récognition of a tiral culture and rural
views on schooling by pre=service teacher preparation causes. The report went on to state that
. teachers for rural xchoo[s should be recruited rather than nnposed Tiua would help add:ess the
» appropufm, phcumm of lmchu% '

The comphcqetd nature of thc task of {e'u,hmu in isolated, counuy schools has becun to be
- fully realised” (Turney, gt ak, 1980, p.31). It is important thiat pre-service tedchers have the
- opportanity to identify the characteristics and problems associated. with rural Leachmg and
living. In Queensland many (eachers in (he ear ly years of their caréer will teach in a rural |
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community and so it becomes obvious that teacher education needs W direct students to
unders;l'md the sequucmen(s an demands ot rural tmchmg :

Much of lhe rescarch conducted on teacher Ammdes fo acceptdnce of teaching position in rural
areas reflect such negative attributes as:.

« no professionad support for teachers; _

« lack of preparation for teaching in a rural setting

» misconceived ideas on the motivation and ablhiy of rural pupils;
« lack of experience in a rural setting;

« preference for urban situations

Many higher education institutions have started to recognise this need and have begun to
‘incorporate some elements of preparation for rural (eaching in pre-service teacher preparation.
Clarke (1990, p.15) states "leacher graduates require at minimum :t seems, an awareness of
~ community, local expectations and iim créative adaption of resources”. :

From previous expericnce with teacher pa‘t,l'{,rcnce listings, many gidduating teachers do not
consider rurat placements as an option because of lack of information, The 1988 Foster Schools
Support System Evaluation Report (Crowther and Cronk) highlighted the need to establish
direct links between the NOW. Region and Queensland teacher eduuumn institutions. Watson et
al. (1987) state "there is strong evidence ... that first hand experience of living in the country
- will increase willingness 1o accept rural appointments”. Will (his be enough to encourage

'appmpmm pre-service teachers o apply for placement in rural areas? Can we attract and retain
“teachers in rural arcas through opportunities. to experience rural iwmg and mdmduahsed
‘teaching?

. PROGRAMME TO BE INVESTIGATED

This study Iooks at one attempt by a teacher education programme to build in practical
experience in a rurad setting. In the second year of a three year pre-service course stodents are
offered the opportunity (o participate in an Isolated Experience. The project allows students to
experience teaching on a one 10 one basis in a rural setting, with students involved in distance
education orina small school in a remote arca. Vach student is either placed with a family and
‘the student is required fo teach the children using the Distance Education Papers and on air

" Ulessons, or to work afongside the {eacher in a one or (wo teacher school. The students are also
“éncouraged to provide earichment and extension dctivities for the children. On their return the

stidents repori on theif ckperience and are given the Opponiumly to follow up this expenence
' walh apr acticum in a rural setling as pau uE their lh:rd year course requuemems

“This programme has been’ progressing for a number of yems, with the number of partzc:lpams

“continually growing. It is appropriate to examine the value of the project in terms of preparmg

_teachers for rural settings. Docs participating in a project like this affect a chanﬂe in student
;ammdt to teaching in a rwal seting?

Ilow successhal are the’ oplions hunu ncor pnmlcd ine pae servxce caurse‘; in the 903'7 Isit
sufficient o expose students 10 'bush 1ife’? Does living in a rural community, experlencmg
distance education, impact on studcm\ understanding of rural schooling? By exposing pre-
service teachers to rural living will we "sensitise and prepare them for mc mu&,s Lhat they will
commm mmmi Lummum[m".’ (Meyenn, 1989, p. 204).

* FOCUS QUESTIONS FOR THE RESEARCH PROJECT
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Is it appropriaie to ofter practical experience in a rural selting o pre-service teachers?
Does student attitude change following participation in an Isolated Experience?

Will isolated experience participants consider an appeintment in a rural arca when they
graduate?

METHODOLOGY
Date collection: Part1 Prior to Isolated lxperience

Using the focus questions as a guide a guestionnaire was designed. This was to be completed by
participants in  the 1992 isolated expericnce prior to participation and a group of non-
participants al the sance fevel of the three year pre-service teaching course.

The gquestionnaire comprised ol the following (opics:

* bloomplncni data;
_ . rural hd{,i\”!{}lil}(f infor n}zl[i()l}
"= perceplions of a rural scmzm,_
+ autitude to eaching i rural arcas:
« perceptions Wwwards rural chitdren.

The questionnaire was administered in a tutorial setting with all participants required to reflect
individual opinions,

Data collection: Part 2 Post Esolated Experience

A second questionnaire was designed for completion after the students had participated in the
isolated expericnce, The qucsaimumém comprised of the following topics:

A 'iluludc o lcadnnu in rural nEECd\

= perceptions lowards rural children:
+ allitude 10 a rural appointment;.
« review of the outback experience,

All participants were asked 1o complete lhls questionnaire in a tu[orlal setting and attach the
completed questionnaire to dieir first questionnaire.

The Sample
The questionnaire was administered to a sample comprising two groups of students.

Group 1 comprised of all participants in the 1992 isolated experience. 52 students in the second
year of a three year pre-service primiry leacher education course enrolled to participate in the
1992 experience. Tor the purpose of (his project this was reduced 1o 24 who, completed the
experience. These 24 students completed the second guestionnaire on completion of the isolated
experience. The other 28 students would nof complete the experience until Febmary 1993, and
were therefore eliminated from the research project.

Group 2 compriscd of 23 second year sludents in the three year pre-service primary teacher

education course who completed the [irst questionnaire. None of these students was a
participant in the isolated experience programme for 1992, :
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Analysis

On completion of the questionnaires, each was coded and analysed using SPSS data system. A
copy of the questionnaire is available from the author,

RESULTS OF THE STUDY
(1} Survey Prior to Tsolated Lxperience
1. Biographic data

Of the total sample groups 87% of the students were female and 70% were in lhe under twenty
age group.

2. Location for Schooling

75% of Group 1 had previously lived in a rural area with 12% of these being in a remote or
isolated area. 6Y% of Group 2 had previously lived in 4 rural area with 4% of these being in an
isolated community. More than 50% of Group 1 completed their primary schooling in a small .
country town and this reduced to 45% for secondary schooling.” Only 35% of Group 2
completed primary school in small country 1owns and uns dlmmwhed to 25% for secondary
schooling, (Sec Tables 1 and 2 below). SRS

“Table 1

© Primary Schools . -

Location .' ~ Group1 . 'G'i'bup 2
Capital ity Ca@swy o qamw
Provincial ¢city eS| 10 @4
Country town 13 (54%) | 8 (35%)
Small rural commanity _ 2 (@8 5%)_._ ) I @%). ..
Property : _ 1 (4% : 0 (9%)
TOTAL . |24 aewy | 23 (100%)
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Tuable 2

Secendayy Schools

Location Gr'.oupl Group 2
Copital city 3 (125%) 3 (13.5%)
Proviucial city. 9. (37.5%) | 12 %)
Country town | UL Ee%). | 6 (26%)
Small rural conimanity 1 (éil%)_'-;:_ _ 1 (4%
Property _ 0'::'.. (U%) b 1 (4%)
TOTAL 24 (100%) 23 (100%)

3. Rural Work Experience

The next section of the guestionnaire fooked al previous work experience in rural or isolated
comrunities. 753% of Group 1 and 919 of Group 2 had no work experience in a rural or
isolated school setting. However, of the tond sample 30% had some work experience in rural
areas which did not involve work with children.

A third section of the guestionnaire required die students to indicate their attitude 10 a number of
statements about rural teaching.

4. Isolation descriptors

The sample were asked to describe an isolated rural sciting and Imt factors which make rural
schools :sol:tsud See Charts T and 2 below:
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. Chart 1
Factors Highlighting An Isolated Rural Setiting

BB Smalt population
B rarming community
Self sufficient

lacks services and amenities

B Geographically remote

B Friendly close community

Middie of nowhere

EJF Composite grades in school

Group1 . ..  Group2’
Chart 2
Factors which make rural schoois isofated
r ]
201
| 17,5
15¢
Size
. 2.5 Wi :
: Distance/Geographicat location| |
101 Social interaction :
! ' [:] Re:_;our_c:e's and facilities. -
751 B cuttural
] BH trexperienced staff
’ 5
R X i '
E
i
i
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5. Teaching in a Rural Sctiing

Prior to any expe‘rience with the Isolated Experience programme the sample were of the opinion
that rural communities are very supportive of their teachers (72%) and teachers were seen as
very important members of the community (66%). The sample indicated that they believed that
teachers in isolated rural settings had 1imited social activities (57%), lacked sufficient resources
(64%), and were well supported professionally by regional personnel (62%). 72% of the sample
disagreed with the statement 'generally children educated in asolated areas are slower to achieve
- academically than urban children’.

When asked 10 express an opinion as to whether rural children had fewer social skills than urban
children, 63.5% of Group 1 rated this claim as untrue, while 52% of Group 2 considered this
statement to be true (see Table 3)

Table 3
Social Skills
Group 1 Group 2
Very true 1 (4.5%) 2 (8.5%)
True 7 (31%) 12 (52%)
Untrue | 14 (63.5%) 9 (39%)

Group 1 fell that teachers in rural settings would need to cater more for individual differences

than teachers in urban seutings, but Group 2 disagreed with this (see Table 4.)

Table 4

Individual Differences

Groui) 1 . .Cr.ou.p'.z_
Very true 5 (21.5%). 3. (13%)
True 10 (43.5%) =7 (30.5%)
Untrue | s a@smy o |13 (565
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2) Survey After Isolated Experience
6. Teaching in Rurql Setungs

Group 1 were then aqked to complete a second quesuonnaue after they had paruc1pated in the
isolated experience. The results indicated a similar response o pre-experience in the attitude to
teachers in rural communities. However, there was considerable change to the statement about
teachers social activities with an’ increase of 21% to 58% of the samplé saying that the
opportunity for teachers social activities were not limited.  This group also noted a significant
attitude change to the availability of resources. In the prior experience survey 77% believed
accessing resources (0 be a problem-however, after the isolated expenence only 29% of the
sample still believed this to be lhe case.

Attitudes to children in the bush were fur lhm changed by the expenencc After the experlence
96% of Group 1 belicved children in the bush achieved at the same rate as their urban
counterparts, an increase of 9%. 63% of them also felt that the bush children had similar social
skills, an increase of 29%.  There was also a small increase in the number of students who
believed that teachers do not have to cater more for individual differences. However, 46% of the
group still believed this 10 be true (see Table 5).

. Table 5

Teaching children in isolated, rural settings

Group 1 Pie-experience Post-experiénce
Achievement rate 21 (87.5%) 23 (95.5%)
Social skills S W (58%) Coo015 (62.5%)
Individual differences 15 (62.5%) 16 (66.5%)

7. Attitude to rural placement

67% of Groap 1 agreed that a placement in 4 rural setting was high on their preference list while
the remaining 33% said they would accept a placement in a similar area 10 their bush experience.
{No comparison can be made with da!a pnor (o experience as this question was omitted from the
original survey).

8. Preparation for Teaching in rural setling

92% of the students felt that teaching experience in a rural setting is an appropriate component
of teacher preparation course to broaden their experiences. 54% of the students believed that
they were not prepared for teaching in rural areas and needed more background preparation,
individualised teaching strategies and information on resources, 95% of the students felt that the
bush experience had added to their teacher preparation. The advantages they had gained were
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broader skills (33%), a different teaching experience (38%) and the opportunity to consider
options for a teaching placement (17%). Positive comments by Group 1 students included:

*... totally difference perspective that all pre-service teachers should experience”,

"It really is a different world, experience hcmrehand would assist in coping with
the culture shock”.

"This is a valuable tcaching experience which opens pre-service teacher's eyes”.

"It is important to have experienced something in a rural setting to get a better
understanding of rural children's needs”.

CONCLUSIONS

This study sought to investigate the perceptions of pre-service teachers to teaching in a rural
setting and to examine the appropriateness of practical experience in a rural setting. It would
appear that prior to rural experience the most significant factors in pre-service teachers 'thinking
in identifying isolated school settings are the size of the population and the geographic location.
Prior to rural expericnce pre-service teachers highlight accessing resources as a concemn for
teachers and indicate thai social activities are limited for teachers in isolated areas. On
completion of an isolated experience these attitudes seem to change, with a more posmvc
appmach to resourcing and social life.

The findings of the project appear to confirm the statements made earlier in this paper. Practical
experience in a rural selting 1s one stage in the development of positive attitudes to teaching in
rural schools and assists in the sensitising of teachers to the culture and conditions associated
with service in remote schools. It is impomm to maintain these experiences within the full
teacher preparation course to allow comparison and definition, Fo!Iowmg experience in’ a rural
setting pre-service teachers indicate a preference for a teaching posatlon in rural schools
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