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Abstract

Aim

The aim of this study was to explore how seniodstus in a rural Australian high school made
post year ten educational decisions, given they hzase little access to knowledge concerning
their future communities. Lack of access to infatiorato inform these choices underscores the
social and educational isolation of many of theéadents.

Method

The study used both participant and non-particigdrservation in a school and its community.
Thirty year ten students were included in the st(lolyys N=14; girls N=16) and these were
categorized by social contact with the non-locatld@and their awareness of it. A social contact
scale with the non-local world provided measureshefextent to which students had traveled
beyond their community. The students’ perceptiohthe non-local world were also examined
though their “contexts of awareness”.

Results

By bringing scale and awareness contexts togetheze student “types” emerged. Type one
students (N=12) were low in scale of social contdetffined within a radius of 160 - 240 Km
from home) and low in the scope of their awaremesgexts. Type two students (N=9) were low
in scale of contact but high in terms of awareresgexts, while type three students (N=9) were
high in both scale of contact and awareness oftimelocal world. Eighty-six percent of boys in
the study provided a match between their occupatiagpirations and expectations. Only 38 %
of girls' aspirations matched their expectations.

Conclusion

The study revealed disparities within rural comntiiesi based on the nature and quality of
contact with the non-local world. The study ideetif several implications for professionals and
educational researchers around post-year ten deaisaking. No evidence of ability differences
between types 1, 2 and 3 students was found biawlaeeness contexts — the horizons students
have both locally and beyond — needs to be closelymined in relation to post school
educational and career decision-making.

| ntroduction
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It is almost three decades since the Schools Cosionig1976) and the Commission of
Inquiry into Poverty in Australia (1976; 1978) dreattention to the relatively low
enrolment of rural students in higher educatiordloveed by other studies of rural
schooling (Boomer, 1987; Commonwealth Schools Casion, 1988; McGavet al.
1977; Turney et. al. 1980). All rural Australiamdénts are isolated in geographic terms
because of where their homes and the communityotshihey attend are located.
However, some rural students appear to be moratesbthan others. The extent of one’s
network of family, peers (Slocum, 1967; Steven€8)%nd other contacts are important
in deciding if and where one goes to school beybedninimum leaving age.

For many rural school leavers in Australia migmatim urban centres is necessary if
further education and careers are to be pursuell, 87; Stoessiger, 1980a, 1980b).
This dimension of rural education in Australia iglhknown, and has also featured in

studies in Canada (Genge, 1996; Healey and Ste26082,; Tucker and Stevens, 1999)
and the United States (Chenoweth and Galliher, @24 the educational and vocational
implications of it are not always apparent. For sopoung rural school leavers the

problem of what to do at the conclusion of compryseducation is confusing: where

should they go to complete their secondary educati&’hich senior high school courses
are required for enrolment in possible future highgucation courses? For many rural
students completing year ten (aged around fiftezars) there is doubt that they will be

able to compete with their urban counterparts waeehbeen educated in much larger
schools and who do not face the disruption of hgvwonleave home to complete years
eleven and twelve (aged around sixteen and sevent&eyond these immediate

concerns, many young rural school leavers facésgwe of making personal sense of the
non-local world that has, in some cases, never bgparienced (Stevens, 1988; Stewart,
2003).

The issue of some young rural people being moratesd from post-secondary school
educational and career opportunities than otherewhing within the same community
is not well-recognized in spite of the social addi@tional implications that it entails. A
move from a rural to an urban community and scl®alot merely a physical change of
location. It involves intellectual and emotionaljslments and rural school leavers can
experience these in different ways. Young peopkbiwia rural Queensland community
that was the focus of a small-scale study, outlimethe following section, experienced
geographical isolation in different ways. Geograpbgntributed to their social
differentiation by influencing their objective armstibjective engagement with the non-
local world, thereby influencing post-secondaryadional and vocational outcomes.

Rural Australian Communities

Two broad categories of rural schools can be ifledtin Australia. In the first category,
rural schools in Tasmania, eastern New South WaatelsVictoria can be considered to
have some similarity in that none is far from a onaentre of population. Rural schools
in these parts of Australia are not unlike theiumerparts in New Zealand, Wales,
Scotland and Ireland. They are often located imtothat are connected by good roads
and rail to larger towns and cities. People in ¢hemall rural communities do not
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necessarily feel isolated because access to |laegdres for shopping, entertainment,
sports and educational and cultural opportunisesat difficult. The second category of
rural Australian schools is characterized by ex&egeographic isolation. Schools in
most of Western Australia, Queensland, western Sewth Wales, South Australia and
the Northern Territory are often located far fronajan centres of population and also
from one another. Schools in this category are somes referred to as “bush” or
“outback” schools and are prominent in internatloparceptions of education in
Australia, although most Australians are educatearban communities. The Queensland
school that is discussed below is in the secornehoay of Australian schools.

There is an international policy issue in the psamm of education in small schools in
rural communities. In most societies, including &kaka: it is too expensive to justify
appointing full or even part-time teachers in spkoed areas of the curriculum where
there are very few students. Governments in Auatr@ahd other developed countries
have often provided financial assistance for famsiliof senior students in rural
communities to enable them to complete their edorcanh urban centres. Within some
rural families, generations have been educatedarding schools. Other rural students
spend considerable amounts of time traveling froeirthomes in small communities to
schools in larger centres, although this is notoation for the second category of
Australian rural schools as the distances are teatgA variety of electronic ways of
providing education for the most isolated youngldwstralians has included the School
of the Air which has enabled many to receive irgtam in their own communities from
a central institution (Stevens, 1994). More regeatlearning has changed the nature of
distance education for students in rural communi{gtevens, 2003). There have been
many ways of providing education for rural Austalihigh school students and some of
these have been innovative and have extendedhgaopportunities.

The Rural Queensland Study

A study was undertaken to explore how young pedpbering school in a rural
community made their post year ten educationalcander decisions. While education to
year twelve is now locally available, at the tinfeéhe study, the most senior year of high
school in the Queensland rural community was year It was difficult to claim that
rural students had educational opportunities etu#heir urban counterparts when they
could not undertake full high school courses inrthe/n community.

At the conclusion of high school at year ten, thbjects of this study had to make
decisions about what to do next. Enrolment in yedesen and twelve meant leaving
home and resuming studies in a larger school irnth@noplace. Local employment
opportunities were limited, particularly for girlgnd traditional rural jobs such as
jackaroos and jillaroos (male and female stationdsarespectively) were scarce. The
transition from a small rural school to a largebam institution was often complex,
particularly for families with little experience 6fe beyond rural Queensland. It is at this
point that some young rural Australians feel pattdy isolated.
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The study began with a broad question, identifleéd decades earlier by the Schools’
Commission (1976) and the Commission of InquiryoinPoverty in Australia
(1976;1978) that young people in rural schools dimt enter higher educational
institutions in numbers proportionate to their urlzwunterparts. Partly on this basis, the
Schools Commission identified rural schools in Aaisa as being educationally
disadvantaged along with women, migrants and aim@s$g The evidence for the claim
that rural students were disadvantaged was ackdgeteto be slight by the Schools’
Commission and there was a call for research mtddsue. This formed the basis for an
exploratory study into the question of the natureunal educational disadvantage in a
small and isolated Queensland community.

It was possible to identify four distinct socialogps in the Queensland community of
1,800 people, located in the central north of tagesthe graziers, a small middle class of
professionals and managers, the working class wivages came mostly from jobs on
the shire council or railway and the aboriginesadidition to these distinct groups, there
was a small transient population of shearers anduwdtyrral labourers. Each group had a
different relationship with the community. Becawusehe size of their holdings, graziers
almost always lived well beyond the town althoughme kept a second residence there in
which their wives and school-age children livedidgrthe week, returning to the station
for weekends. Graziers were often prominent inccaffairs and many belonged to a
members-only club that was considered by most Ipeable to be exclusive. Very few
people in the professional-managerial group hatt@n at the local high school. This
group included bank managers, teachers, nursesisiidg medical people. Most were
too young to have children of high school age amosé that did usually left the
community before their offspring were old enoughb®enrolled. The third group — the
rural working class - was most numerous in thellschool while the fourth group, the
aborigines, mostly lived on the edge of town arejfiented their own church and pub.
Unemployment was very high in the aboriginal seofdhe community.

After spending some time in the rural communityaason-participant observer, the focus
of the research emerged from an unlikely placepeteol pump. The pump attendant said
he wished that his daughter, currently a year tetest at the local school, could proceed
to university, adding that this would not be pokesitor financial reasons. He earned too
much in his current job to be eligible for full ggvment assistance, but too little to be
able to afford full secondary education elsewh@&tee family was both too rich and too

poor to be able to afford post-compulsory educatiorthis case, education beyond year
ten. They were too rich to be eligible for full gsmment subsidies and too poor to be
able to afford the difference between a partialsgiyp and the cost of full secondary
education beyond the community. At the time of ttosiversation the writer had spent
long enough in the Queensland community to reafiwd it was both socially and

economically differentiated. The aborigines hadrtbesn government-funded pathways

to further education, while graziers had long faeoluboarding school education for their
sons and daughters and most could, with the aseestaf accountants, qualify for full

government subsidies. Almost all of the studentgh@ Queensland school were in
neither of these categories. They were not abagyiand they were not the sons and
daughters of graziers. They were members of thentapgroup in this community — the
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rural working class, about whom little has beertten. How rural working class students
perceived the non-local world where post school catdanal and most career
opportunities were located, depended on their kadgé of and contact with other
places. It also depended to some extent on thediakresources of their families.

Methods:

Objective and Subjective Engagement with the Non-Local World

The study used both participant and non-particigebgervation in the school and its
community. Data were gathered by questionnairesiraedviews with year ten students,
their families, teachers, the principal, and sel@éechembers of the community (eg, priests
and business people). Data were recorded in note &nd then analyzed. A class of 30
year ten students was selected for study (boys Ngits N=16) and these were
categorized according to their scale of social acintwvith the non-local world and their
awareness of it. The scale of social contact with hon-local world provided an
objective measure of the extent to which the 3@etts had traveled beyond their
community. Five dimensions were considered in dsg the scale of students: (i)
Local: those who had never been beyond the lowah tand its environs (ii) NQ: those
who had had contact with other towns in North Queé&erd; (iii) Qld: those who had
traveled throughout the state of Queensland; (iu¥tfalia: those who had traveled to
other parts of Australia and, (v) Australia+: thosho had visited other countries.
Students were asked about the nature and extehewfcontact with extended family,
peers and significant others in each of these diweensions in categorizing them. For
example, a student whose extended family, peersignificant others were all in North
Queensland was identified as belonging to the skcategory.

As well as considering students’ scale of contadh whe non-local world, their
perceptions of it were also examined though thadintexts of awareness.” As in the case
of scale of social contact, students were claskdee (i) Local, (i) North Queensland, (iii)
Queensland, (iv) Australia and (v) Australia +. ildael the concept of scale, through
which it is possible to consider objectively whastadent has contact with, awareness
contexts are subjective in that a student idewtifignat information about the non-local
world (in this case their educational and occupetigoossibilities) they had and the
sources from which this was obtained. It was pdsdir a student to be low in scale of
contact in that all his or her interactions werealp but high in awareness contexts
because his or her understanding of the non-loodidwvas extensive, coming from such
non-local sources as newspapers, books, televasidrcorrespondence.

Those who were categorized as Local or NQ weresified as being low in terms of
social contact while those who were in the othevugs (Qld, Aust, Aust +) were
considered to be high in terms of social contaetaise of the subjective nature of these
judgements a colleague was asked to check thercbsea categories used in these
classifications. After a detailed explanation oé tbtudy, the colleague independently
reached the same conclusions as the writer forsalbents in respect of both
classifications (scale of social contact and sadfvareness contexts).

International Journal of Rural Psychology 2007
www.ruralpsych.com 5



Analysis of Data

By bringing scale and awareness contexts togetbier,student “types” emerged. Type
one students (N=12) were low in scale of socialt@cin(defined within a radius of 160
kilometres to 240 kilometres of their home) and lowthe scope of their awareness
contexts (Lc&La). Type two students (N=9) were lawscale of contact but high in
terms of awareness contexts (Lc&Ha), while type¢hstudents (N=9) were high in both
scale of contact and awareness of the non-locdbwBic&Ha). It was not surprising that
there were no type four students (Hc&La). The etianal experiences and the outcomes
of the group of 30 Year 10 students that was studifered according to their student
‘type’, based on their scale of social contacttaed contexts of awareness of the non-
local world. The existence of type two studentseneintly posed the question how young
people who were low in terms of contact with then+mcal world could have a high
awareness of it?

The post year ten educational and vocational cedicat were made by types one, two
and three students differed from one other. Oflibdype One (Lc and La) students, two
chose professional occupations, one chose a wbll&-coccupation, three chose
blue-collar occupations, five chose routine/unskiljobs and one was uncertain about
what to choose. Two-thirds of Type One studentssehaccupations of an unskilled,
manual nature. Those Type One students who choskesgronal and white-collar
occupations were all girls.

Most Type Two (Lc and Ha) students' career choiegsluded routine/unskilled
occupations. Over one-third both aspired to andeetgqul to enter professional
occupations. Of the nine Type Two students, foursehprofessional occupations, three
chose white-collar occupations and two chose bblercoccupations. Type Two girls’
occupational choices were higher than those of Tiye boys; only one girl did not
aspire to either a professional or a white-collzupation.

The 9 Type Three (Hc and Ha) students' career ebaiovered a wider range than their
Type Two counterparts. Three chose professionalgat@ns, two chose white-collar

occupations, three chose blue-collar occupationd ame chose a routine/unskilled

occupation. While Types Two and Three studentsdiff from Type One students in

that their overall career choices were either @msifmal or white collar, Type One

students (who were the most isolated in educatiterahs), made more limited career
choices. Geographical isolation appeared to candtna range and type of choices these
students made.

Results

In this study an attempt was made to ascertain hveinghe students believed that the
vocational choice they aspired to matched theireetgiions. Almost all the boys in the
study (86 per cent) provided a match between tlbecupational aspirations and
expectations, but only 38 per cent of girls' agmres matched their expectations. A
partial explanation for this was reluctance onghd of many students, particularly those
with least experience and knowledge of the nontwicald (Type One students), to leave
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the community. For some students, particularly ¢hdassified as Type One, any local
job, even if it was unskilled and low-paid, wasfprable to migrating to an urban centre
in search of further education or a career. Folsgithere were very limited local
employment opportunities, which compounded theialiffy of the post Year 10
decision. Reluctance to leave familiar surroundiisgst best a partial explanation for the
mismatch between the girls' aspirations and expenta The very fact of living in a
town with a strict sexual division of labour in whipaid work was mostly undertaken by
men obviously interacted with isolation and hadmpounding effect.

Students were influenced in making their post-sdaoneducational and career decisions
in several ways: by their nuclear and extended lfasyiby their local and non-local
peers, by the school and by significant othersr&@eere differences between types one,
two and three students in terms of the influenaesheir post year ten decisions. Only
one of the types one and two girls cited her fatgeean influence on her post year ten
decision, while four out of five type three girlslgo. All type one boys listed their father
as an influence on the decision while type twosgwiere strongly influenced by their
mothers. The school had very little influence oe gost year ten decisions of type one
boys, with only one citing this institution as arfluence.

Compared to family and school influences, peers harklatively small impact on
students' post year ten decisions. Students were mfluenced by local than non-local
peers and were influenced only by peers of the ssawe Significant others influenced
relatively few students. However, when present,silgaificant other influence was very
strong because it came from people mostly in theseh occupation of the student or
from related media.

The educational aspirations (what students wold to do) and expectations (what
students think they will do) about continuing schafter year ten, were matched for 25
of the 30 students (83%) in this study. All typstudents’ aspirations and expectations
were matched, but those for a third of the typéuBlents did not do so. More girls both
aspired to, and expected, a tertiary education bus (56% of girls and 29% of boys).
The occupational aspirations and expectations oflesits revealed a possible sex
difference: whereas 86% of boys provided a matdivdoen their occupational aspirations
and expectations, only 38% of girls provided suchadch. In respect of the types 1 and 2
girls with a mismatch, the predominant trend was dapectations to be lower than
aspirations. It appeared that for these studemining in their rural community and
doing any job was preferable to leaving and fulfgltheir aspirations.

Eleven of the twelve type 1 students were abléeatify their occupational expectations;

5 listed routine jobs, 3 blue collar, 1 white colland 2 professional occupations. This
meant that 8 of the 11 students (73 %) listed oataps which are considered to be
unskilled or manual skilled. Seven of the nine tgpstudents were able to identify their
occupational expectations: 1 listed a routine oatiop, 1 blue collar, 2 white collar, and

3 identified professional occupations. Five &f #even type two students (71 %) listed
clerical, managerial or professional occupatiomsalfy, eight of the nine type 3 students
were able to identify their occupational expectagioof these, 1 listed a routine job, 1
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blue collar, 1 white collar, and 5 identified preseonal occupations. Six of eight type
three students (75 %) listed clerical, managerigrofessional occupations.

These results suggest that types 2 and 3 studentbec distinguished from their type 1
peers in that they had expectations for employmgenerally considered to be higher in
occupational status. It is difficult to distinguistearly between types 2 and 3 students but
it appeared that type 3 students had a greatentatien towards professional choices,
although the numbers involved were too few to daafivm conclusion.

Implications for Rural Professionals

It could be argued that the realization of caregtioms is not a specifically rural
problem although, unlike the subjects of this studhpan students usually have the
option of years 11 and 12 in their own schools. &generally, Nash (1980) points
out that rural education (and rural life):

...are to be understood as determined byrefationships yriter's emphasis) which
exist between the urban centres and the rural areas

Post secondary school educational and vocatior@cehas significance well beyond
rural schools and their communities, affectinginudttely, the demography of Australia.
In those small rural schools that provide classrdostruction only to the minimum
leaving age, many families consider leaving theirak homes and lifestyles and
relocating in cities or larger towns in the beltbfat their children will have more
educational and vocational opportunities. Othersosk boarding school education
(Baker & Andrews 1991). There are demographic iogplons for the whole country in
educational migration. There are also educatiooalsiclerations in the issue of rural
vocational choice: while most urban young peopheehthe opportunity to see or perhaps
experience the vocations that they are interesteil can be difficult for rural students to
relate to accountancy, law, computer programmird) @her largely urban occupations.
Many rural young people, therefore, tend to malleeraconservative career choices and
this can be attributed to the nature of the objecéind subjective environments, outlined
above, in which choices are made. For a teachenfteence the vocational choice
processes of rural school leavers, an understaraditige local culture is necessary

A number of implications for rural professionalsisar from this research: the
provision of educational opportunities in rural gammities; teaching in rural schools;
vocational guidance and school travel. The prowigsibeducational opportunities is a
sensitive issue in rural communities. Many studeatsl their families when
interviewed during the Queensland study stated li@fbibat educational standards
were lower in rural Australia than they were inastiparts of the country, citing local
students who had failed to complete senior couatémger schools. The implications
for rural out-migration and its attendant conse@esnare considerable (Golding,
2001). More rural families will relocate to larg®mvns or urban areas to enable their
children to obtain full secondary education unleskicational opportunities are
extended to include the local provision of full sedary education.
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Teachers in rural schools have to satisfy local roomity needs as well as those of
the state (Meyenret al. 1991). An important aspect of this is the relasiuip of the
teachers to the community: teachers need to be asemmportant and valued
members of the rural community in order to provateeffective link to the outside
world. In this study, only the Deputy Principaldamathematics teacher had much
influence on students' post year ten decisionsis Ttay possibly be related to the
youth and inexperience of the teachers in the laed study and their non-rural
backgrounds (Stevens, 1992).

Vocational guidance emerged as a critical aspethefives of year ten students in
this study. If, for example, young people need davk their rural community to
further their education, the fostering of confidens an important component of the
vocational guidance officer's role, as well as dezelopment of student knowledge
of urban life and non-local opportunities.

In this study it was found that some year ten sitgldad never seen the sea or an
elevator in a public building until a school trip the coast enabled some of them to
experience urban (and marine) life for the firandi Extensive and carefully
programmed travel, including billeting with urbaegps, would both increase the
scale of students' contact with the non-rural waidl increase the scope of their
awareness of other environments. Such trips dhalgally, include a wide range of
experiences for rural students: educational, odouupa and recreational.

Research Problems Arising from this Study
Several problems emerged from this small-scaleyshat would benefit from further
research.

* Why do more girls aspire to, and expect to acquegjary education than
boys? Is this a general pattern or a chance dife¢he particular group that
was studied? If such a difference does exisit & reflection of the less
defined aims of many rural girls at age 15 or I@r(pared to boys) brought
about by perceived limited career opportunities foem in the local
community? Do rural girls think more about thesgbility of enrolling in
tertiary education because they are unable to tmmabfuture?

* Why was there a gender difference in the match éetwoccupational
aspirations and expectations? This study foundhibgs tended to expect the
occupation to which they aspired, whereas girlschmonore often, expected
something less. This may be related to the prevguestion: the perceived
lack of career opportunities for girls in rural asemay well shape a frame of
mind which leads them to settle for something l#smn they would like.
Girls, more so than boys, may face a career answghich they must choose
between the local community which they know (iaket any job) or take a
career path which leads them into unknown territamg which may include
the experience of tertiary education. Future asge could investigate this
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hypothesis and whether particular services can ®ed ueg vocational
guidance) to ease the stress that students mustiexpe at this time.

* Do types 2 and 3 students generally have higherpatonal aspirations and
expectations than type 1 students? This findingdaeboth replication and
further investigation.

The present study found no evidence of abilityetghces between types 1, 2 and 3
students, so ability as a mediating factor canmobtiered as an explanation. The
concept of awareness contexts — the horizons stwutene both locally and beyond —
needs to be studied more closely with referencéhéo everyday family and the
community lives of rural children.

Conclusions

1. Post-school educational and career choices imgacural students’ life chances and
thereby contribute to social differentiation in Aadian society. The students who
formed the majority group in this study were, ingnoases, the sons and daughters of
single income rural families, based largely on ¢aenings of fathers who worked in
manual occupations. In spite of their majority w$atn this study, this remains a
largely hidden group in rural Australian education.

2. A dominant theme in the organization of educatiorural communities is equality of
opportunity with schools in urban areas (DarneBl)©and the options that are
provided for young people as they make the tramsitiom school to further education
or work (Abbott-Chapman & Patterson, 2001; Duretegl. 1980; Henry, 1989; James
et al. 1999; Jarvis, 1990). The development of distartiecation in Australia, new
technologies (Barker, 1988; D'Cruz, 1990) and ttheeat of the Internet and, with it,
e-learning (Stevens, 2003) have all increased ileguopportunities for rural students.
The distance of rural youth from further educatiand career opportunities
nevertheless remains an issue for teachers andolsciibobson- Ingram, 1973;
Stevens, 1998) and other rural professionals.
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