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Purpose 
To promote improved outcomes for students in rural public schools by identifying actions and 

initiatives that can be implemented within the current framework of public education in NSW.  

 

Rationale  
All students, regardless of their geographic location, are entitled to the best educational 

opportunities. 

 

Preamble 
For the purposes of this paper rural NSW refers to those localities beyond the school districts of 

Wollongong, Campbelltown, Penrith, Blacktown and Lake Macquarie. 

 

In any discussion about rural education several broad key issues need to be clearly understood - 

 

1 Communities and schools in rural NSW are diverse and have a range of sometimes overlapping, 

and individual needs and circumstances..  Differences in terms of location, size, composition 

and issues relating to these school communities are significant.  

 

2 A range of significant changes have occurred in many rural communities over the past decade. 

Several clear trends are evident: 

 The housing boom in urban and regional centres has in many cases led to people moving 

to rural locations in search of affordable housing.  

 Whilst some coastal communities are growing in size this is not frequently reflected in 

a growth of school populations. 

 The long-term viability of many smaller rural communities is under threat and 

communities are reducing in size, including satellite towns adjacent to large regional 

centres.  

 Nearly a decade of drought, and changes in water supply policy, has had a very 

significant impact on farming incomes and rural communities dependent on agriculture. 

 Government, medical and banking services in rural areas have been reduced, with a 

resultant change in the quality of services provided to those communities 

 The increased cost of travel has added to the isolation experienced by a number of 

rural communities, compounding the economic impact created by other factors 

 

All of the above factors have in various ways contributed to significant shifts in the social 

structure of rural communities, and have major implications for education. There are now some 

rural communities that are significantly marginalised, socially and economically. 

 

3  The SPC need to adopt a proactive position, and work in conjunction with senior DET personnel 

in rural regions, to seek and implement solutions to address the issues relating to equitable 

educational provision for students in rural communities. 

 

4 There is a clear connection between rural communities and their local public schools. Schools 

are often a pivotal part of community life, are significant contributors to local economies, and 

foster excellent long term relationships within their communities due to the strong 

commitment of staff to their role and position in local communities.  

 

5 Schools in rural communities are often in a unique position in terms of engaging the local media 

to promote and highlight the achievements of schools.  



3 
Issued on   23/10/2008  To be reviewed in October 2010 

 

6  Competition from the private sector has a strong impact on the viability of public education in 

rural areas.  

 

7  Despite the significant improvements in communication and technology systems, distance 

remains a critical factor in rural education for both students and staff.   Frequently there is a 

feeling that, at the bureaucratic level, there is too often little understanding or sympathy for 

the issues associated with distance and travel. 

 

8 Rural schools have challenges that are different to urban schools and need to be addressed by 

the NSW DET. Discussions about the future of schools need to accommodate the special role 

of schools in rural and remote communities. 

 

 

OBSERVABLE TRENDS. KEY & EMERGING ISSUES 

 

1. PERFORMANCE OF RURAL STUDENTS 

 

Many rural schools are highly successful. They can and do acclaim the significant achievements of 

their students, staff and the whole school community. They enjoy major academic, sporting, cultural 

and community successes and this success in also evident in post school destination surveys and 

well being analysis. They consistently produce young people who are outstanding citizens and who do 

and will make very significant contributions. As is the case across the whole range of schools however 

some schools have greater success then others. The following indicators of the performance of rural 

schools deserve critical evaluation. 

 

Academic Results 

Research clearly demonstrates that on the whole rural students do not perform as well on a range 

of academic standards as students in urban areas.   

 

The Education Foundation paper „Equity. Excellence and Effectiveness‟ clearly reminds us that the 

major issue confronting Australian schools is inequality. As the paper states – 

 „Despite the good performance of Australian schools overall (in international tests) ……the gaps 

between the high and low performing students are unacceptably large..” (Page 5). The report 

notes that the two factors that have most impact on results are “…School selectivity and social 

geography (which) act to increase concentrations of academic under-performance “. The report 

goes on to say that “..... a geographic analysis finds that the data mostly indicates that falling 

test scores are associated with distance of schools from the major cities” (Page 7) 

 

The NSW DET‟s School Certificate and Higher School Certificate results and SMART Data analysis 

confirms this view: 

“Analysis of results in state wide testing programs indicates that average socio-economic 

status and geographical location are the two community level factors that that have the 

greatest impact on academic outcomes. Together they account for nearly half of the 

variation in outcomes across NSW government schools.”   

Source –NSW Dept of Education and Training 
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Mean scores of Australian students from different locations in the PISA 2003 tests of mathematical literacy, 
scientific literacy and problem solving (adapted from Thomson, Cresswell & De Bortoli, 2004) 

 
 

The recent Auditor-General‟s report on Improving Literacy and Numeracy in NSW public schools 

further highlights the problems associated with obtaining equitable student achievement in rural 

NSW: 

Children in country areas, especially Indigenous children, are the most at risk. The best 
literacy and numeracy levels are found in Sydney's northern suburbs and the worst in 
western NSW … 

Fourteen per cent of students in western NSW were below the minimum level for literacy. 
In New England the figure was 12.2 per cent, and in the Riverina and on the North Coast it 
was 11.4 per cent. 

Northern Sydney had the best literacy level in the state, just 1.4 per cent of students 
being at or below the literacy minimum, in contrast to 10.8 per cent in the city's south-
west. 

The percentage of students below the minimum level of numeracy was 13.5 in western 
NSW. In northern Sydney the figure was 2 per cent, and in the south-west of the city 
10.8 per cent. 
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Indigenous students had results two to three times worse than other students.   

(Sydney Morning Herald; October 23, 2008 – quoting data from a report by NSW Auditor-

General, Peter Achterstraat) 

Year 3 :Percentage of students below minimum in 2005 and 2007 

Region Literary 

2005 

Literacy 

2007 

Numeracy 

2005 

Numeracy 

2007 

Sydney 4.6 4.3 5.4 5.6 

Northern Sydney 1.7 1.4 2.3 2.0 

South West Sydney 10.5 10.8 13.5 11.4 

Western Sydney 8.5 8.7 9.8 9.3 

Hunter/Central Coast 7.8 9.2 8.5 9.0 

North Coast 9.9 11.4 9.6 9.8 

New England 9.4 12.2 9.2 11.7 

Riverina 11.1 11.4 11.1 10.0 

Illawarra/Sth East 8.4 9.1 9.1 8.4 

Western NSW 16.7 14.0 15.8 13.5 

Source –NSW Dept of Education and Training 

Differences in mean test scores: metropolitan vs regional and rural 

 Metropolitan 

2001 

Region. & rural 

2001 

Difference 

2001 

Metropolitan 

2007 

Region. & rural 

2007 

Difference 

2007 

Literacy-Year 3 50.9 49.7 1.2 51.8 49.6 2.2 

Literacy –Year 5 57.3 56.5 0.8 58.0 56.1 1.9 

Literacy –Year 7 89.0 87.9 1.1 89.5 87.7 1.8 

Numeracy –Year 3 52.7 51.4 1.3 53.7 51.4 2.4 

Numeracy –Year 5 60.7 59.3 1.4 62.7 59.9 2.8 

Numeracy –Year 7 87.3 85.6 1.7 85.9 83.3 2.6 

 

Naplan and School Certificate results -2008 
 

The following tables show the performance of students across all metropolitan and rural „like 

school groups‟ from the 2008 Naplan and School Certificate tests. These results reveal some 

significant data – 

 The performance of many students in areas Rural 1 and Rural 2 are in many ways very 

encouraging, though rural students lag behind metro areas in many instances.  

 The performance of area Rural 3 in all years and all tests is the worst of all areas. 

 The „gap‟ between the best performing areas and the worst performing is very significant 

in all years and on all tests. 
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Source –NSW Dept of Education and Training 

Year 3 Reading             

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 367.4 9.5 22.1 23.6 19.3 17.7 7.9 

Metro B 379.4 7.9 19.4 21.0 20.6 21.0 10.1 

Metro C 406.5 4.6 12.6 17.4 21.9 26.2 17.4 

Metro D 438.7 1.8 6.6 12.4 19.2 31.3 28.8 

Rural 1A 381.7 8.4 19.0 19.4 20.0 21.5 11.8 

Rural 1B 406.9 5.1 12.9 16.5 19.7 27.6 18.2 

Rural 2A 375.8 9.9 21.2 20.5 16.0 19.9 12.5 

Rural 2B 404.7 3.8 12.2 18.8 22.6 26.7 16.0 

Rural 3 355.3 16.2 23.6 19.4 13.6 17.3 9.9 

        

Year 3 Numeracy             

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 374.0 7.6 14.8 32.3 23.0 13.7 8.7 

Metro B 380.9 6.6 12.9 29.9 25.1 15.1 10.4 

Metro C 405.2 3.5 8.2 24.7 26.7 19.6 17.2 

Metro D 434.8 1.1 3.9 16.1 25.7 26.0 27.2 

Rural 1A 382.6 6.3 11.5 29.2 27.0 16.7 9.3 

Rural 1B 403.9 3.6 7.0 23.8 29.1 21.5 14.9 

Rural 2A 378.4 7.1 14.2 29.7 22.0 17.2 9.8 

Rural 2B 411.6 2.5 7.7 15.8 35.6 24.3 14.1 

Rural 3 367.0 8.6 17.8 32.4 17.8 14.6 8.6 

        

Year 5 Reading             

  Mean % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 % Band 7 % Band 8 

Metro A 447.4 19.1 20.1 29.6 16.4 8.9 5.8 

Metro B 460.6 15.1 18.1 29.0 18.5 11.6 7.7 

Metro C 489.7 7.8 12.7 26.6 22.8 16.3 13.8 

Metro D 520.5 3.2 6.6 21.0 24.2 22.1 22.9 

Rural 1A 470.2 13.3 14.6 28.1 21.6 13.5 9.0 

Rural 1B 489.8 7.3 11.9 27.2 23.9 17.2 12.6 

Rural 2A 464.9 16.7 13.7 28.0 19.3 12.7 9.7 

Rural 2B 497.0 7.5 12.4 18.6 28.7 17.9 15.0 

Rural 3 436.1 26.5 16.0 27.5 16.5 7.0 6.5 

        

Year 5 Numeracy             

  Mean % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 % Band 7 % Band 8 

Metro A 456.3 13.0 24.6 30.3 17.3 7.7 7.2 

Metro B 461.2 10.6 24.2 29.8 19.1 8.8 7.6 

Metro C 489.6 5.3 16.4 27.9 23.5 14.1 12.9 

Metro D 518.8 1.9 8.7 21.5 27.7 20.7 19.5 

Rural 1A 460.4 8.8 22.6 30.6 23.2 10.6 4.2 

Rural 1B 476.4 5.7 16.6 30.3 27.1 13.7 6.5 

Rural 2A 457.6 10.8 22.6 29.2 23.6 9.9 4.0 

Rural 2B 485.2 3.6 16.7 23.5 32.0 17.6 6.5 

Rural 3 434.2 18.3 29.9 24.4 19.3 6.6 1.5 
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Year 7 Reading             

  Mean % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 % Band 7 % Band 8 % Band 9 

Metro A 489.7 13.6 29.8 33.8 15.1 6.2 1.5 

Metro B 508.5 8.2 24.0 35.0 19.8 9.7 3.3 

Metro C 526.7 4.8 17.5 33.7 23.8 15.0 5.2 

Metro D 555.3 1.9 9.8 27.8 26.2 22.5 11.8 

Rural 1A 520.5 7.4 19.0 33.6 21.3 13.3 5.4 

Rural 1B 533.9 4.8 16.0 31.1 23.7 16.8 7.6 

Rural 2 514.1 9.2 21.3 33.0 18.1 12.6 5.8 

Rural 3 476.2 25.3 23.0 32.2 11.5 4.6 3.4 

Selective 648.7 0.2 0.6 1.8 7.5 31.3 58.6 

        

Year 7 Reading             

  Mean % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 % Band 7 % Band 8 % Band 9 

Metro A 505.9 9.6 32.5 26.0 15.5 9.9 6.4 

Metro B 519.7 5.8 26.4 29.0 20.4 10.6 7.8 

Metro C 535.1 3.3 20.0 27.1 24.1 15.8 9.6 

Metro D 568.4 1.2 9.8 21.4 25.6 23.3 18.8 

Rural 1A 522.0 5.1 23.7 29.0 22.7 13.5 6.0 

Rural 1B 534.9 3.1 19.4 27.4 25.2 16.3 8.7 

Rural 2 517.7 5.9 26.4 28.1 20.8 13.0 5.7 

Rural 3 482.9 13.0 41.4 20.7 16.6 5.3 3.0 

Selective 715.9 0.3 0.5 1.1 2.2 7.0 88.9 

        

Year 9 Reading             

  Mean % Band 5 % Band 6 % Band 7 % Band 8 % Band 9 

% Band 

10 

Metro A 535.3 15.3 33.3 30.6 15.6 4.4 0.8 

Metro B 549.6 11.2 28.2 31.4 19.5 7.8 2.0 

Metro C 566.6 7.2 21.1 32.3 24.9 11.7 2.9 

Metro D 593.0 3.3 12.7 27.9 30.9 18.4 6.8 

Rural 1A 565.8 8.0 21.8 31.4 24.0 11.1 3.7 

Rural 1B 576.0 5.9 18.6 31.2 25.6 13.4 5.3 

Rural 2 561.1 10.4 22.5 31.8 21.3 9.8 4.2 

Rural 3 525.6 28.3 21.7 31.2 10.9 6.5 1.4 

Selective 679.5 0.2 0.6 3.1 15.2 42.1 38.8 

        

Year 9 Numeracy             

  Mean % Band 5 % Band 6 % Band 7 % Band 8 % Band 9 

% Band 

10 

Metro A 553.4 14.3 32.7 23.2 15.5 7.6 6.7 

Metro B 560.2 10.4 30.3 26.1 18.2 8.3 6.7 

Metro C 576.1 5.7 23.4 27.7 24.1 11.7 7.5 

Metro D 606.1 2.4 13.4 23.1 28.0 18.3 14.8 

Rural 1A 565.2 7.3 26.8 28.4 22.6 10.1 4.7 

Rural 1B 576.4 5.7 22.4 27.6 25.6 11.6 7.1 

Rural 2 563.7 7.9 25.3 30.4 22.5 10.5 3.4 

Rural 3 526.4 19.6 40.6 24.6 9.4 3.6 2.2 

Selective 737.0 0.2 0.7 1.6 4.2 11.6 81.6 
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School Certificate English Literacy         

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 69.3 1.6 6.9 45.4 34.1 11.3 0.6 

Metro B 71.6 1.3 5.5 36.2 38.0 17.3 1.8 

Metro C 74.3 0.6 2.7 27.2 41.1 25.4 3.0 

Metro D 77.6 0.2 1.1 15.8 40.5 37.2 5.2 

Rural 1A 74.0 0.6 3.1 27.2 42.5 23.6 3.0 

Rural 1B 75.6 0.3 2.0 22.2 43.0 28.6 3.9 

Rural 2 73.5 0.9 4.4 28.0 40.9 22.5 3.2 

Rural 3 67.9 5.2 11.0 37.4 32.3 13.5 0.6 

Selective 87.6 0.0 0.1 0.9 5.7 58.2 35.1 

School Certificate Mathematics         

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 63.4 2.9 42.3 29.1 14.2 8.5 2.9 

Metro B 65.0 2.2 35.0 32.6 16.7 9.8 3.8 

Metro C 67.9 0.8 24.5 34.9 21.9 14.1 3.8 

Metro D 72.3 0.4 13.4 29.5 27.4 22.5 6.8 

Rural 1A 65.9 0.9 28.4 37.4 21.6 10.0 1.7 

Rural 1B 68.5 0.5 20.6 36.3 25.6 13.3 3.6 

Rural 2 65.9 1.4 29.3 35.4 20.9 11.2 1.8 

Rural 3 60.0 7.1 46.5 30.3 12.9 1.3 1.9 

Selective 90.0 0.0 0.8 2.1 5.1 31.0 61.0 

School Certificate Science           

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 64.3 9.8 25.3 29.4 23.8 10.6 1.1 

Metro B 67.1 7.0 20.3 28.6 27.6 14.2 2.3 

Metro C 71.0 3.0 12.8 27.5 33.2 20.4 3.1 

Metro D 75.0 1.2 6.8 20.3 36.6 29.8 5.2 

Rural 1A 70.1 2.8 14.2 29.0 34.4 17.5 2.1 

Rural 1B 72.5 1.7 9.7 25.8 37.6 21.6 3.7 

Rural 2 69.5 4.1 14.0 29.8 32.7 16.7 2.7 

Rural 3 61.5 17.5 20.8 26.6 27.3 7.1 0.6 

Selective 87.6 0.0 0.2 1.4 6.9 51.9 39.6 

School Certificate History           

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 63.1 7.3 28.7 39.0 16.4 7.1 1.6 

Metro B 65.5 5.7 23.5 38.0 19.9 10.1 2.9 

Metro C 67.5 3.1 19.1 38.0 24.6 12.5 2.6 

Metro D 71.5 1.7 10.9 31.4 31.4 19.4 5.2 

Rural 1A 66.1 3.4 21.7 40.1 24.3 8.8 1.5 

Rural 1B 67.8 2.7 17.1 40.1 26.6 11.0 2.4 

Rural 2 66.9 3.7 20.2 38.4 24.3 10.7 2.7 

Rural 3 60.6 9.8 30.7 39.9 14.4 4.6 0.7 

Selective 85.1 0.1 0.7 4.0 15.7 45.3 34.3 

School Certificate geography           

  Mean % Band 1 % Band 2 % Band 3 % Band 4 % Band 5 % Band 6 

Metro A 64.9 7.2 20.9 36.1 26.3 7.3 2.2 

Metro B 67.6 4.9 16.9 33.3 30.4 11.2 3.3 

Metro C 70.7 2.2 10.4 31.6 36.7 15.7 3.4 

Metro D 74.6 1.2 5.2 22.0 41.6 23.3 6.8 

Rural 1A 69.6 2.7 11.8 33.0 36.9 13.0 2.6 

Rural 1B 72.0 1.6 7.9 28.0 41.4 17.3 3.8 

Rural 2 69.6 3.0 12.6 31.5 37.1 13.0 2.6 

Rural 3 63.9 8.5 19.6 39.2 24.8 6.5 1.3 

Selective 86.0 0.0 0.2 1.9 15.7 49.4 32.9 
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Suspension Data 

According to the DET data for the past three years, all five rural regions are above the state average 

in terms of the number of suspensions per thousand students.  

 

In some cases, suspension rates in rural regions are significantly above the state average.  This occurs 

in schools that frequently have the least experienced staff and school leaders, and challenging socio-

economic conditions.   

 

This situation is unlikely to change without significant resourcing and support for these schools and 

regions. 

Long suspension data as a % of enrolment - 
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Source –NSW DET 

 

Attendance Data 

Rural regions also have some of the worst data in terms of student attendance. 

 
Government Schools Attendance Rates 
  

Region Name 2005 2006 2007 

Hunter/Central Coast 91.0 91.1 91.0 

Illawarra and South East 90.8 91.1 91.0 

New England 89.7 89.5 89.6 

North Coast 89.8 90.2 89.9 

Northern Sydney 93.6 93.8 93.9 

Riverina 91.3 91.3 91.4 

South Western Sydney 91.6 92.1 92.1 

Sydney 92.5 92.8 93.1 

Western NSW 89.4 89.7 89.5 

Western Sydney 91.5 91.6 91.7 

State 91.4 91.6 91.6 

    

source: Planning and Innovation   

Return of Absences collections 2005-2007  

 

The Education Foundation research goes further in identifying the issues related to rural education: 

Although patterns of outcomes of schooling cannot be laid solely at the school and system 
doors, given the social and economic forces that exist, they do raise questions about 
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whether our school system is effectively structured to ameliorate the social, regional and 
other inequalities in place. (Page 7) 

The capacity, and opportunity, for rural students to access study seminars and HSC Study Days is 

vastly different to their urban counterparts.  It is not simply a question of access but of the time it 

takes to attend these programs and the huge costs, especially in recent times as fuel prices have 

soared.  Many families simply cannot afford to support such programs. 

 

DET needs to establish systemic destination surveys and processes to gather accurate data which will 

inform decision-making processes, in addition to performance in external tests, about the 

achievements of students and of schools. Judgements on student performance cannot be solely 

confined to students‟ result in external tests. Rural schools have an established track record of 

providing outstanding welfare and personalised support programs for their students as well as 

programs such as high quality vocational education that often lead to students securing long term 

permanent employment.    

 

2. STAFFING OF RURAL SCHOOLS 

 

Principals have raised concerns about the staffing of rural schools for a number of years. Whilst 

acknowledging there are staffing concerns at the entire system level, the issues surrounding the 

staffing of rural schools are specific, and include: 

 

 The variable quality and levels of experience of staff appointed to rural schools.  

Experiences of poor quality teaching practice, limited experience and limited tenure in rural 

schools compounds the issues currently faced by rural schools. 

 Suitability of staff for rural life. Adapting to life in the ‘fishbowl’; many rural communities 

present situations that are vastly different to the experiences that people have had prior to 

taking up appointments.  Some of the major issues with staff turnover and unsuitable 

appointments result from this factor. In smaller rural centres new staff are frequently not 

prepared for, and have no prior experience, of being in the public eye in both their professional 

and personal lives  

 Access to casual staff.  It is far more challenging to find casual staff to cover day to day 

relief for illness, TPL and finding longer term replacements for leave situations or vacancies. 

Whilst the Teacher Relief Scheme, and Rural Relief Scheme have been helpful to many schools 

the quality of some staff employed through these schemes have raised issues of their own. 

 Attracting executive staff to rural localities.  Principals in rural schools frequently report 

they have limited candidature for executive positions, particularly Head Teacher positions. 

This is also often the case for Assistant Principal positions in Primary Schools.  

 Understanding of the needs of Executive staff.  Executive staff in rural schools frequently 

work with very inexperienced staff.  In some schools there can be a high staff turnover, and in 

many instances Head Teachers, Deputy Principals and Principals are inexperienced.  In some 

cases there are major social issues that affect all school leaders and their staff that are 

significantly different to other parts of the state.  

 Understanding of the role of Head Teachers. In small rural schools Head Teachers 

frequently have responsibility for: 

o A range of faculty areas where they have limited or no expertise; 

o Supervising higher numbers of inexperienced staff who are often teaching across a 

range of faculty areas, where they little, if any, training and experience; 

o Providing effective programs in an environment of high staff turnover. 
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 The rigidity of staff formulae for teaching and SASS positions.   Such formulae provide little 

flexibility to consider factors that can have a significant effect on enrolments in the short 

and/or long term, such as drought, and the resultant impact on enrolments in rural school. Nor 

do they give schools the opportunities to create a „staffing or executive mix‟ that may be 

appropriate for particular localities. 

 Recruitment and maintenance of staff.  Incentive schemes to attract staff to rural schools 

need investigation to ensure they attract appropriate staff, and do not foster increased 

turnover rates which inevitably can be linked to poor and declining student performance. 

 Staffing of Central Schools. The staffing of Central Schools remains problematic and 

significantly unresolved despite ongoing discussions with DET. The implementation of 

appropriate pay scales for Central School Principals remains a significant issue.  

 

3. TEACHER PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 

 

In relation to TPL in rural schools some key points need to be emphasised: 

 

 Whilst rural schools, depending on locality, have a range of experienced and inexperienced 

staff, the fact remains that many inexperienced teachers, Head Teachers, Deputy Principal 

and Principals are located in rural schools.  It is also true that staff and executive turnover in 

some rural localities is extremely high in comparison to state averages.  

 Small rural High and Central School Head Teachers often oversee faculties or subject areas 

where they have no training and no expertise and they supervise inexperienced teachers who 

may be the only teacher in that faculty. 

 Staff in rural schools cannot access support, discussions or meetings as easily as their 

colleagues in urban centres.  The development of video-conferencing facilities and regional 

support networks for Head Teacher and Professional Associations are seen as key initiatives. 

 The DET is to be applauded for the introduction of programs such as the Rural Relief Scheme 

that have proved to be highly beneficial in helping schools to address the issues of caual 

shortages 

 Opportunities for rural teachers to be involved in TPL are often limited by isolation.  As an 

example, rural teachers wanting to be involved in HSC marking are often required to take Long 

Service Leave to do so, and yet they are the very people who most often need this experience. 

 

Whilst the TPL program has been a great support to schools there are some real issues surrounding 

teacher professional learning that remain.  These include: 

 

 The moving of support structures further away from schools under new regional structures – 

with a resulting decrease in the level of consultancy support being available for schools, 

particularly in secondary schools. 

 Whether, or not, our current structures attract quality staff to be deployed as consultants 

and provide a tenure that enables them to have a positive impact in the schools they service. 

 The level and quality of support offered to schools by the Board of Studies, particularly in 

rural schools.  Schools that are further away from regional centres are less likely to have staff 

involved in SC and HSC marking and so the problem compounds. 

 

 



12 
Issued on   23/10/2008  To be reviewed in October 2010 

4. ENROLMENTS 

 

There are significant differences in current and projected enrolments indicated by data across rural 

NSW but there are some patterns emerging that are significant: 

 

 Many larger South Coast schools are maintaining numbers. 

 On the North Coast there are some major variations – with few indicators of significant 

increase in public schools. There is strong competition from the private sector. 

 For schools west of the mountains some clear trends are emerging: 

o In larger schools in regional centres there are significant variations in enrolment 

patterns ranging from increasing numbers to declining populations resulting in 

nominated transfers.  

o There are instances in regional centres where, as an example, there are three schools, 

two schools are maintaining enrolments or growing, at the expense of the third 

secondary school which is in significant decline.  

o Many high schools where they are the only school in town are maintaining enrolments. A 

significant number of these schools report that they are concerned about falling 

numbers at partner primary schools 

o Many small high schools and central schools are facing and report declining primary 

enrolments which will lead to reducing secondary enrolments. 

o There is a trend in that smaller satellite schools not far from larger regional centres 

have falling enrolments –significant in some cases 

o Schools that are in agricultural areas that are directed affected by years of 

continuous drought, and changes to state and federal water policies, are reporting 

serious negative enrolment patterns 

o Some Central schools have very small secondary enrolments. 

a. There are already schools that are facing very significant challenges in terms of providing a 

curriculum guarantee for their students. This will only exacerbate as enrolments decline.  In 

these situations there may be little alternative other than a rationalisation of the current level 

of provision. 

b. There is growing evidence in some rural settings of an exodus of professional and skilled 

workers, as well as business owners.  This is clear sometimes within the one community and/or 

across different communities.  It this trend continues, a range of locations will be in danger of 

creating „ghetto schools‟ and being complicit to policies that inevitably will lead to further 

inequality, segregation and marginalisation. 

 

5. CURRICULUM GUARANTEE 

 
If all schools are to provide students with the very best standard of education possible then the 

issues surrounding curriculum offerings especially in small and isolated communities must be 

addressed.  Principals in small schools are concerned about reduced curriculum offerings, or offering a 

range of choice to students with reduced face to face teaching. Whilst there are many success stories 

in small schools there is often a perception that „too small‟ is limiting to students. 

 

In many rural localities students have limited subject choice, limited facilities, and little or no access 

to critical support structures such as libraries or access to HSC study days. There are other more 

subtle complications including access to VET courses in smaller schools, teachers teaching across 

faculties without training, replacing specialist teachers when they leave, and then having to redesign 

curriculum structures. 
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6. DISTANCE EDUCATION 

 

Distance Education is potentially a powerful solution for schools seeking to offer the broadest possible 

curriculum for their students. A number of schools have had real success through Access programs, 

the installation of video- conferencing facilities, and various pilot distance education programs. The 

commitments of the DET to whole system improvements, through programs such as the Connected 

Classrooms program are to be strongly applauded.  

 

In this regard there remain very significant issues in regard to all schools having appropriate 

bandwidth to successfully operate new technologies.  There are significant inconsistencies in network 

management protocols and conventions across schools.  In addition there is a real need for host 

schools to embrace the new technologies and to be prepared to train both students and staff in 

appropriate usage. 

 

The issues of rigid staffing formulae that results in staffing reductions associated with enrolling 

students in Distance Education courses needs to be addressed so that it does not reduce the capacity 

of schools to offer the widest possible curriculum for its students. 

 

7. ASSET MANAGEMENT AND CAPITAL WORKS 

 
Principals frequently report they face very significant problems with properties management especially 

where the school is in an area with falling and/or steady enrolments as these schools are not 

earmarked for funding. Apart from grants from Federal Government funding and school or community 

funded programs it would be fair to say there is very limited investment in capital works or 

development. As a result many rural schools are in desperate need of significant maintenance 

programs. This is often occurring alongside construction of new government funded „private‟ schools 

with an inevitable impact on public school enrolments. 

 

8. ABORIGINAL EDUCATION  

 

Research into Aboriginal education, and the data surrounding the achievements of Aboriginal students 

in external tests, is well documented. Schools have been challenged to improve the outcomes of 

Aboriginal students and this would have extensive support from principals.   

 

There needs to be an acceptance that a number of issues around Aboriginal education present a huge 

workload for Principals, especially in schools with a high proportion of Aboriginal student enrolment. 

 

Issues surrounding student welfare in some schools are massive and in addition, community welfare 

issues, supervision of in school tutors, issues surrounding the inequities in the appointment of AEA‟s, 

and constant and extensive submission writing, without the guarantee of the continuity of funding to 

maintain successful programs, present Principals with a significantly increased workload that can have 

a very real effect on Principal welfare. Principals consistently have raised issues surrounding the 

DEEWR funding models and the ongoing nature of submission writing.  Some have recently suggested 

that the costs associated with putting in such submissions outweigh the benefits. In practice, in most 

schools, circumstances do not change significantly from year to year and yet many submissions are for 

programs that have short life spans with no promise of continuity.  In addition, the securing and 

maintaining of quality staff to service such programs is often very difficult when people have no longer 

term tenure of employment. Existing moves to improve the above situations are long overdue. 

 

In addition Principals would applaud an acknowledgement of the wider issues that affect the 

performance of students and the impact that these factors have on the performance of Aboriginal 

students at school generally. 
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In many remote localities the support services that schools and communities need to complement what 

is happening in schools (eg medical services, counselling support etc.) essentially exist in only the 

barest possible capacities and, in many instances, are in rapid decline. 

 

9. STUDENTS WITH INDIVIDUAL NEEDS 

 

Increasingly in recent years schools have been involved in integration support programs for students 

with individual needs. This has been in many cases a very significant support especially for parents who 

in the past had little or no access to educational opportunities for their children. At the same time 

integration has posed major challenges for schools, as has the growing number of students with 

serious behaviour, emotional, social and intellectual disorders.  

 

The fact that public schools disproportionately have this obligation is well understood by parents when 

they choose schools, in situations where such choice is available. Some rural schools have specialist 

support classes, but the majority do not, and many students with special needs are fully integrated.  

Many rural schools have achieved outstanding results in this area but there needs to be 

acknowledgement of some real issues, including:  

 

 The high level of demands this process places on teachers and teachers‟ aides.  

 The lack of effective professional learning programs for teachers‟ aides and teaching staff to 

support the successful integration of students. 

 The implementation of Life Skills courses into mainstream classes as there are very limited 

resources and training in this area. 

 Limited access to tutorial centres to cater for students with high level behaviour problems.  

Schools and teachers, many of whom are inexperienced, have to find ways to deal with 

students with very challenging behaviours. 

 Counselling support in schools in rural and remote localities where counsellors‟ access schools 

intermittently and Principals often face very challenging situations with difficult students. 

 Medical facilities in rural localities, including mental health, being significantly less than the 

quality of service available to students in larger urban centres. 

 The amount of time that support staff are „on the road‟  – this is as much an issue in coastal 

communities as isolated ones where travel distances between regional offices and schools are 

very significant. 

 

10. PROMOTION OF RURAL EDUCATION AND RURAL ISSUES  

 

Issues affecting rural education have, to a large extent been left, in the hands of regions without 

there necessarily being state-wide coordination.  The efforts of the DET to have a meeting each term 

of all rural Regional Directors and the Deputy Director General -Schools, as well as SPC and PPA 

representatives, are strongly applauded. However there are some clear issues that arise from this: 

 

 At times there is evidence of a lack of understanding of rural issues within DET systems 

 At times lack of coordinated responses to issues across regions, and a perception of limited 

communication between School Education Directors in different rural areas on issues such as 

forward planning to ensure a curriculum guarantee for all students. 

 Leadership in Rural Education needs the combined resources of the DET, the Teachers 

Federation and key principal organisations to be effective. 
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RURAL EDUCATION TARGET 
Key issue – 

To ensure that all students, regardless of their geographic location, have access to the very 

best educational opportunities, experiences and programs  

Expected outcome – 

By 2015 the educational outcomes of students in rural schools in NSW are at least the 

equivalent to those of students in metropolitan areas. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

   
1. Achievements of rural students 

 

a. On an annual basis, the collection, and analysis, of key data that accurately and regularly informs 

on the achievements of rural students: external testing data such as the Naplan, the School 

Certificate and HSC, suspension rates , attendance data, retention rates from Year 7-12, post 

school destination information, and well being survey analysis 

b. The results of these findings should be made available within the DET, and recommendations 

made to address the issue of rural achievement in line with the target for 2015 

c. That processes be developed that successfully and regularly highlight and publicise the many 

excellent outcomes by rural students that are not measured by external exams with a view to 

further improving students‟ outcomes in all rural schools.  

  

2. Teacher professional learning 

 

a. That the DET ensures that there is a continuation of programs such as the Rural Relief Scheme 

and Casual Connect that significantly assist rural schools to provide quality TPL 

b. That the DET provide the resources to ensure there are sustainable structures and networks in 

rural areas to support the development of the large numbers of early career teachers, and the 

significant numbers of staff in executive positions who have limited experience in such positions 

c. That the DET support the establishment of secondary KLA consultancy to assist in addressing 

curriculum and program development, and enhancement of classroom delivery for rural students 

 

3. Staffing of rural schools 

 

a. That the DET implement procedures, and provide resources, that ensure we attract, and retain, 

the highest quality teachers and educational leaders in rural schools. 

b. That data be published, and an extensive analysis be conducted, on an annual basis, of the 

number of applicants for all secondary executive positions in rural areas. Where appropriate the 

DET implement procedures and incentives that ensure all schools in rural areas have high quality 

staff in executive positions. 

c. That the DET develop in partnership with rural universities a model to effectively prepare 

teachers for placement in rural schools, and an advertising campaign to advocate the 

professional and personal advantages of a teaching career in rural schools.  

 

4. Enrolments, curriculum guarantee and distance education 

 

a. That the DET analyse enrolment trends, within local contexts, for central/high schools, and that 

this data be the basis of discussions on future school structures, that will allow for both 

improved student outcomes, and long term sustainable solutions, for public education in rural 

areas  



16 
Issued on   23/10/2008  To be reviewed in October 2010 

b. That the DET establish, and effectively support and resource, initiatives and programs, including 

the establishment of learning communities and learning management systems such as Moodle, 

that ensure a curriculum guarantee in rural communities.  

c. All rural schools to have appropriate band width, video conferencing facilities, and other new 

technologies, and that appropriate training exists to support the implementation of such. 

d. That any proposed changes to models of Distance Education provision must ensure that such 

changes are sustainable, and will lead to improved outcomes for rural students 

e. Support rural schools in accessing Distance Education services, without incurring a staffing 

reduction, where there is a clear case of this ensuring a curriculum guarantee 

 
 5.  Assets management and technology support 

 

a. All rural high and central schools must have 21st century facilities that allow these schools to 

maintain their competitive edge, to ensure they provide a curriculum guarantee, and that they 

are of a standard to ensure that student outcomes are never compromised 

b. The assets management policy in relation to rural schools must reflect the sustainability of such 

schools in the longer term.  

c. That individual schools, and the DET, have a responsibility to contribute to the economic viability 

of local communities that are so often enormously supportive of schools across of a range of 

programs  

d. That an improved model be develop to ensure there is quality, on going, and readily accessible 

technical support available to all rural schools  

 

6. Aboriginal education 

 

a. That there is an acknowledgement, in terms of additional appropriate resources, of the varied 

issues that affect and impact on, the performance of Aboriginal students at school, including the 

effects of poverty. As such there needs to be quality support services across a range of 

agencies to support the work of schools.  

b. That the DET ensure that teacher training institutions include mandatory training in Aboriginal 

education, and that the DET ensure that there are quality pre employment training programs 

available to all staff, including Principals,  in schools with significant Aboriginal student 

populations 

c. That DET Aboriginal  programs have a three year „lifespan‟, and that application and 

implementation processes are simplified and are done in advance of the commencement of the 

school year, to allow for continuity and successful outcomes of such programs  

d. That there be an immediate, and then an ongoing, review of the provision of AEA‟s to reflect 

current student enrolments, to as ensure equity across all schools 

 

7. Supporting students with individual needs 

       

a. That the DET, and other associated government agencies, provide the support services, including 

the appointment of an appropriate number of school counsellors, that are essential to assist 

students with individual needs in rural communities 

b. That because of the isolation from many support services, training programs be developed to 

meet the significant demands placed on teachers who are largely untrained in dealing with 

individual needs students, and teachers‟ aides, who in most cases have virtually no training at all. 

c. Programs be initiated that provide rural schools with the means and resources to support 

students with significant behaviour and mental health issues 

8. Regional support and rural education leadership 

 

a. That the DET develop structures and strategies to ensure there is co-ordinated leadership of 

rural education  
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b. The continued development within the DET of appropriate support, structures and resources 

that are specifically directed to improving the outcomes of students in rural localities to reach 

the designated targets for 2015 

 

 
CONCLUSION 

 

Our Director-General, Michael Coutts-Trotter, recognises the seriousness of the issues associated 

with providing equitable educational opportunities for students in rural schools. 

 

What you see in rural schools is an indication of complex problems – long-term in 
generation, and long-term in solution.  

It will be the work of a generation to resolve education issues with the most disengaged 
and disadvantaged 5 per cent of the population. 

 

(October 23, 2008) 


