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ABSTRACT"

In the past five years there has heen considerable interest in the 0.E.C.D. countries in
the Qrovision of education in vural areas. Phis has led %o an imcreasing amount of research
and analysis during this period. In this paper the author draws upon his own research in-
volvement in projects for the C.E.C.D., the British Government and the N.S5.W. HEducation Commiss-
ton in an attempt to identify trends and {sclate prolicies for the provision of Fducation in
rural areas. The paper algo attempts to locate the situation in N.S5.W. in relation to the rest
of Australia and other 0.E.C.D. countries.

The provision of education for children in rural areas is now of major international con-

Cern, Two recent OECD/CERI projects on Education in Sparsely Populated Areas and Education &
Local Development in Rural Areas were widely seen to have special relevance throughout the
developed worid. It is significant to us in N.S.W. that, while there are obvious and sometimes

considerable national and geographic differences, the themes, Issues and concerns that are
raised throughout the developed work when rural educational provision is discussed exhibit a
surprising degree of similarity, even repetitiveness.

The following quotes taken from interviews and discussions held in a number of countries
do, I feel, highlight some of the more important areas of debate and concern.

An extract from an interview with an elderly lady about the closure of a small 2-teacher
school in rural Herefordshire, England and the impact that it might have on her and the

community:

B.M. Would you say that the school was important or not to you perconally?

{Interviewer) ‘

Mrs. J. I'pe lived 'ere all me life. I went to school there, kids went to school
-there. I still have me cuppa when the kids are out playing (at recess &
lunch breaks). We old folk love to hear the young'uns around. We'd lose

all that if the school closgsed, wouldn't we?
These comments by the elderly lady highlight the complexity of the issues involved when

examining the question of rural education and reviewing research in the area. Any assessment
or evaluation of the role of the school in the rural community needs to take into account much
wider community considerations than narrow economic and efficiency criteria. These other con-

siderations are, of course, much more difficult to quantify.

Report of a discussion with a parent living in the Riverina region of N.S5.W. where the
small primary schoeol had been clesed nine years previocusly and the children were taken by bus
into a larger country town: '

B.M, Ave you sorry that your kids aren'’t going to ........ School?

{Interviewer)

M.B. Well, yes, it would be good if all the kids from around here now went to
a little school together. There are enough kids avound here now to fill

a 2« or 3-teacher achool when you look at the load that get on the buses -
not like 1t was when they had to elose the school.

Though, I'm not sure that I'd be all that keen. It's good for the kids to
get into a bigger school and miz with lots of other kids. I think they

get better teachers in those bigger schools and they learn better. It's
probably hard for them, toe, going from a small country school %o a big high

school in town. It's hard to know really.
As this extract illustrates, it is by no means automatic that rural parents want their
children to attend local community schools. In a comprehensive survey conducted in. the U.K.

during 1979-81 into the small rural primary school, approximately 70% of parents and community

members were against the closure of small village schools while 30% were in favour
* The author i grateful to the N.5.W. Bdusation Commisaion jor the support
received in the preparvation of this paper.
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of closure or more uncertain in their attitudes (The Social Effects of Rural Primary School
Organisation Final Report, 19%81).

The extract also raises the crucial question of teacher quality and appropriateness and
the curriculum available in rural schools. (See Turney et al., 1980 for a full discussion of
these issues).

The following is part of a lengthy interview with a school Board of Governors member after
the battle had been lost to save a two-teacher schoel in rural Shropshire, England,

B.M, What did the parvents and community feel about the decision?

(Interviewer)

P.F, Disappointed, but reaigned I guess, We thought everthing possible had
been done - collected zignatures from everyone, had letiers from the Farmers
Union and the farm labourera! union. I guess, in some ways, most of us
realiged that they'd made up their minds and nothing we could do would
change that. Thinking baek, I feel we lost the battle five years ago when

the gchool began to run down with the old headmistress losing interesgt.
It's a shame really becquse the last 18 months since she rvetirved and we’'ve
had an acting head the place has been great. A shame really, teachers can
Just about ruin these small schools.

This extract highliphts the powerlessness school/communities (urban as well as rural, of
course) often feel in dealing with bureaucracy. I was approached last year by a parent from a
rural community who was trying to have 2 small school re-established on the site where it had
been closed a nurber of years before. Her comment was that no matter what they seemed to do, it
didn't make any difference. The quote also emphasises again the importance of the teacher in
the small rural school,

Rural Communities: Demographic Changes. Since the post war population boom the developed

nations have experienced a decline in the bixth rate. This phenomenon was particularly marked
in the 19707s. This f£all in the birth rate has resulted in more small schools in rural areas
and existing small schools becoming smaller and hence more vulnerable to serutiny in terms of
economic and educational viability. The decline in the primary school population is now being
experienced at the secondary level and an increasing number of smaller rural high and central
schoecls are now beginning to experience this smal scrutiny,

The last few years have seen a reversal of this falling birthrate. The U.K. has exper-
ienced a small but sustained rise in the birth rate since 1979. In Australia the latest
figures available indicate a rise in the birthrate for 1981 for the first time since 1971. In
N.S5.W. the birthrate has increased to 15.6/1000 in 1981, 2 rise of 2.6% over 1980. (Aust.
Bureau of Statistics, 1982). If this trend is sustained, then there may well be a more sustain-
ed push, rather than the isolated occurrence experienced at present, for the re-opening of rural
commmnity schools, although, as indicated above, there is no unanimity on the issue,

Changes in the nature of rural areas is well documented. There has been a steady popul-
ation movement from rural to urban areas which has had an impact on rural schools as well as
other rural services. The following is what might be termedas a ‘motivational' explanation of
the rural population drain:

"woworld wars, wider opportunities for travel and the influences of the media

have led many young people away from agrarian associated employment. Farming,
too, has become more efficient and highly wmechanised than formerly, and hence
the demand for labour in rural areas has declined. Additionally, despite some

changes, rural jobs are perceived as being relatively less lucrative than those
in the towns.” (Comber et i, 1981:13),

However, this population drain can also be seen as part of the logic of the capital
accumulation process with menufacturers locating in cities because profit levels are greater
there. This trend is present throughout the capitalist world but is perhaps more obvious in
Australia because of the vast distances between cities and large centres of population. (See
Lawrence, 1982 for a discussion of rural unemployment.)

Sher (1980) guotes evidence from parts of the U.5.A. that the net migration from rural to
urban areas is being reversed as increasingly urban dwellers seek the quality of life offered
in rural areas. These rural immigrants are likely to be quite vocal in demanding services
similar to thoseavailable in urban centres, There is some evidence of this trend on the North
Coast of N.8.W,
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Responses to Demographic Changes: The classic response to the f£all of pupil numbers has

been one of closure and rationalisation. Internationally, there have been very few attemps at
alternatives to closure and rationalisation and where attemps have been made, variously called
'federation', 'clustering' etc., these have been largely unsuccessful. There has, though, been

considerable international interest in alternatives and innovations in the area of rural educat-
ional provision (Shexr 1980, Comber et «l. 1981, OECD/CERI S.P.A. Project 1979). Particularly,
there has been concern over what support/alternatives there is and can be provided for the rural
school as a single, often isolated, unit, The possibilities of various forms of sharing re-
sources and co-operation between schools have been explored by a number of countries. More
commonly is some form of back-up support for small rural schools in the form of mobile resource
units of peripatetic teachers particularly in the areas of art, craft, music, drama and remedial
work . The Disadvantaged Country Areas Programme (D.C.A.P) now Country Area Programme (C.A.P.}
is an example in N.,S.W. of this form of support for the more isolated rural schoels. (See
Report on national C.A.P. workshop, Dubbo 1982).

Changes to the actual structure of the educational provision are less common. There are
some small experimental schemes in Northumberland, Neorfolk and Cambridgeshire, England, but it is
too early tc make any long term evaluation as to their effectiveness. There are and always will
be ad hes, informal arrangements between schools and their communities which invelve joint
activities and sharing of resources. It is important to note that Nachtigal, in his edited
collection Rural Education: In Search of a Better Way (Westview 1982), comments in the preface:

"slthough outside ideas and resources may contribute greatly to successful plans
to. improve rural schocls, a high level of loecal involvement is essential in
determining the specifics of those plans. This is clearly demonstrated by the
thirteen case studies presented in thig boek, in which the strategies that have
been effective over time in resolving rural school problems are distinguished by
a high degree of local participation.”

This theme of local partiecipation and involvement occurs in a range of areas when discuss-
ions take place or research is conducted into improving the quality of rural education.

Rural Education Policies: Very little in the way of actual legislation or formal govern-
mental or departmental policy exists concerning the provision of education in rural areas.
Legislation and policy for Education in rural areas tends not to be distinguished from general
educational provision. The current N.5.W. Department of Education paper on Future Directions
in Secondary Education is a prime example. The possible exception to this situation is the
U.S.A. and this is probably the only 0.E.C.D. country where Sher's book Revitalising Rural
Education: A Legislator's Handbocok (1978) could have been written. One, of course, finds
examples of definite policy for rural scheols in a number of countries, e.g. Shropshire L.E.A.
has a policy of not ever having one teacher schools, no matter how low the pupil numbers are;
if the school is to remain open then it is staffed by two teachers. In Victoria there must be
a minimum of 8 pupils for a school to remain open.

Most authorities, charged with responsibility of providing education for all children, need
to make special provision for geographically isolated children. In N.8.W. this is achieved by
bearding arrangements or boarding subsidies, the school of the air or a variety of correspondence
arrangements, While, clear, written down pelicy may not exist for rural schools, policy can be
implied by observations of practice. An example of this in N.3.W. would appear to be the
poliey of not opening or reopening small rural schools.

There are many well-articulated arguments from community groups, organisations supportive of
rural education, rural educatiom researchers and parents, wanting considerable changes to be made
in policy so that rural education can be seen as different and not always come under the same
geﬁeral policy guidelines. These arguments often focus on issues of allocation of resources,
staffing and pupil/teacher ratios where it is argued that rural schools need and should receive
congideration different from urban schools, However, rural education policy decisions, like all
other government policy decisions are circumscribed by the fiscal cerises of the State. That is,
nc matter what might be the best for rural areas, the State must look for ways to cut back ser-
vices in a mammer which does not erode its legitimacy. Country areas, with decreasing populat-
ion bases are often victims of expenditure cuts,
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Some of the Issues in Rural Education: As mentioned in the introductory paragraphs, there

is a surprising degree of similarity in the issues and concerns raised in connection with rural

education provision in the industrialised world. Certainiy 'lists' of issues and concerns from
North America (e.g. Sher 1977, Parks & Sher, 1979), Western Europe (e.g. Rogers 1975, Comber et
al., 1981) or N.S5.W. (submissions made to the Education Commission's Education for Rural Areas in

N.5.W.} exhibit a considerable sameness. The arguments tend to reflect the following:

1.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of emgll rural schools?

This debate, unfortunately, I would argue, tends to be conducted at a seriocus level

only when a school is threatened with closure. The advantages usually cited are:

(a) The family-like atmosphere providing security and confidence.

(b} Pupil and- teacher know each other well and so teacher can work on hoth strengths
and weaknesses of pupils.

(¢} There is a considerable amount of contact between different age groups of child-
ren. This is argued as being more akin to normal family and society rather than
the age set arrvagements of most large schools.

(d} The usually smaller class sizes mean more individual attention.

(e) There is more parental and community involvement in the small rural school.

(£) The small school size enables a high degree of organisational flexibility.

(g) ©Small class size is related to improved academic progress.

(h) ‘'Teacher is more able to understand the pupils family background and circumstances.

(1) There is greater potential for the curriculum to be made relevant and related to
the pupil's enviromment and experience.

Added to these educational arguments are arguments about the importance of the school

as a major source of community cohesion and identity and the potential contribution of

the school teacher to the rural community. Economic arguments are often listed partic-
ularly along the lines that the presence of a school is likely to encourage new inhab-
itants and to sustain property values,

'Opponents’ of small rural schools usually offer the following arguments:

{a) Rural schools tend to have a restricted curriculum and are not able to offer the
breadth and range of subject areas found in larger schools. This argument is
applied to small primary as well as secondary schools,

(b) S8mall schools are unable to cater for the least and most azble pupils.

(¢} Small numbers mean that there is a lack of academic stimulation and competition,

{(d) There is a lack of peer stimulation due to the small numbers of pupils the same
age. This is sald to affect the sporting and social as well as the academic.
aspects of school.

(e} Small schools generally have poorer buildings, facilities and resources than
larger schools, '

(£) It is difficult for a teacher to organise and teach multiple age classes.

{g) Children from small rural primary schools and small rural central schools have
difficulty adjusting when they transfer to the larger secondary school.

(h) A pupil may be 'stuck' with the same teacher (and vice versa) for a number of
years in spite of teacher difficulties or personality clashes.

(1} Teachers in small rural schools lack a range of professional contacts and support.

In & submission made to the Working Group established by the Minister for Primary

Industry to look at Agricultural Policy for the 1980's (Govt. Printer 1982) by the

Isolated Children's Parents' Association (ICPA), they identified the following disabil-

ities associated with education in isolated areas:

"% Early leaving - some children have no choice but to leave school at an
earlier age than might otherwise be the case.
# Low levels of achievement are asscciated with low aspirations and expectations.
* Access to extended secondary schooling is limited because many schools only
provide for the compulsory vears.
* Because of limited high school facilities, young people who wish to complete
their secondary education are forced to leave their district,"
(Balderstone Committee 1982: 149)

Williams et ql. (1981) suggest that 29% fewer rural students achieve mastery of
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literacy and pumeracy compared with their urban counterparts. This is largely attributed as a
function of attending a rural primary school.

2.

Loeally Relevant Curricula.
Wherever discussions of rural education take place, the issue of locally relevant
curricula is always hotly debated (e.g. Q.E.C.D. conferences in Finland (1979), Paris
(1980), England (1979}, Melbourne (1982)). Rural communities would also appear to
be divided between those who feel that the curriculum should be aimed at equipping the
voung of the community with the skills and attitudes necessary for them to live and
work happily in the community and those who want their children to have the same as
children in the cities so that they are able to compete for any job they choose, urban
or rural, These debates tend often to be associated with arguments for more local
autonomy and community involvement and control over rural schools. The debate often
becomes submerged in education rhetoric about teaching approaches and methodology.
Indeed, at the primary and junior secondary level many would argue that it is a false
dichotomy and claim that any 'good' teaching programme should start from the background
knowledge and experiences possessed by the children and build and extend outwards on
this foundation. Edgar (1979, 1983) from his experience as Chairman of the Victorian
Country Education project argues that there is much to be learned from this scheme
which had funding procedures which '"insisted on local community participation, upon
parent/child inveivement in designing school curricula, and upon running the schools in
ways that would meet real needs felt by local people.” (Edgar 1983:106). He argues
that the federally-funded Schools Commission has played a major rele in these innovat-
ions and while they 'call' for a core curriculum for all schools they stress the
adaptation of broad educational goals to "locally relevant needs and locally relevant
ways''. As the Schools Commigsion (1978:1,12) report argues "There is no unified body
of educational theory from which conclusions can be drawn which may be applied success-
fully in all circumstances ... variations (are} ... toc great for teaching to become
rule governed behaviour".
There is strong evidence from N.8.W. and Victoria, at least, that local rural commupit-
ies participating in the C.E.P. (Vic.) and C.A.P. (N.S5.¥.) programmes were more than
able to participate in curriculum and other school related decision making. This is
contrary to much of the rhetoric which is often heard from departmental officlals and
teachers that suggests that parents and other commumnity members are neither willing
nor capable of this involvement.  Edgar (1983:108) concludes that "The very notion
that local communities can be 'given' better education by central professionals is a
denial of the real process of learning and development™.
Staffing and Teaching.
Any discussion, or survey of research on Rural Education inevitably focuses for a
large proportion of time on the issue of the teaching staff in rural schools, Parents
and community members express concern about the quality of the teachers they are sent,
administrators express concern over the ways in which the more remote rural schools
can be 'properly' staffed, particularly in positions where leadership is expected
(the current N.S5.W. proposals on Promotions and Transfer have a potential impact in
this area) and teachers express concern over isolation, working and living conditions
and opportunities for professional development. (See.Turney et al. (1980) for a full
discussion of these issues.)
A study on Teacher Transfers conducted by the Research Branch of the Education Depart-
ment of Western Australia (1979) which focussed on the high ‘turnover rate' of teach-
ers in the more isolated rural areas, an issue faced in Scandinavia and North America
as well as most Australian States, came forward with the following conclusions.

(i) A high turnover rate is disadvantageous to the pupil but it is likely to

continue,
{ii) The thing most likely to encourage a longer stay by teachers is financial
incentive but even this ig unlikely to have much of an impact,

(iii) Handover procedures should be improved to minimise disruptions.






