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BACKGROUND
The Country Education Project (CEP), as part of its 2011 Service Agreement with the
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD), was requested to assess
the feasibility of extending the Rural Cluster and University Partnership approach (including
both the Rural Educators Network and School Centre of Teaching Excellence initiatives)
throughout country DEECD regions through a cross sectorial approach.
This assessment would include:
•

Consultations with key stakeholders but particularly those involved in the current Rural
Educators Network and Rural School Centre for Teaching Excellence pilot.

•

A web based literature search of research and learnings from other states and
countries.

•

Accessing and using the learnings from the CEP and University Rural Educator Cluster
partnerships.

The outcomes were to be:
•

Options and recommendations for implementation of cross sectorial approach across
the state.

•

An implementation plan that included resources, timing and governance

This assessment occurred over a period of ten months and within the context of the four years
of operation of the Rural Educators Network and the DEECD two year pilot of the Rural School
Centre for Teaching Excellence.
Rural Educators Network:
The Country Education Project established the Rural Educator Network in 2007 and one of the
key elements within this initiative was the development of strong partnerships between rural
clusters and teaching training universities.
The Rural Educators Network rural cluster and university partnership included
•

Corangmaite Cluster in partnership with University of Melbourne

•

Maffra Cluster in partnership with Monash University

•

Sale Small School Cluster in partnership with Monash University

•

Lakes Entrance Cluster in partnership with University of Melbourne

•

Swifts Creek Cluster in partnership with Monash University

•

Rochester Cluster in partnership with Latrobe University, Bendigo

•

Hawkesdale College in partnership with University of Ballarat

•

St Arnaud Clusters in partnership with University of Ballarat and Latrobe University,
Wodonga

•

Alexandra Cluster in partnership with University of Melbourne

•

King Valley Cluster in partnership with University of Melbourne

•

Mansfield Cluster in partnership with University of Melbourne
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Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence:
The School Centre for Teaching Excellence pilot comprised six partnerships located across
Victoria’s education regions and an additional rural pilot that involved four rural clusters
working with three Universities in a shared and collaborative exploration of School Centre of
Teaching Excellence.
The rural Centre included:
•

St Arnaud Cluster comprising of St Arnaud and Donald Primary Schools and St Arnaud
Secondary College.This cluster worked with the University of Ballarat

•

King Valley Cluster which comprised of small primary schools that included Whitfield,
Moyhu, Myrrhee, Greta Valley and Edi Upper. University of Melbourne supported this
cluster

•

Mansfield Cluster comprising Mansfield Secondary College, Mansfield Primary School,
Merrijig Primary School and Jamieson Primary School. Univesity of Melbourne supported
this cluster.

•

Tallangatta Cluster comprising Tallangatta Secondary College, Tallangatta Primary
School, Tallangatta Valley Primary School, Eskdale Primary SChool, Kiewa Valley
Primary School, Bethanga Primary School, Mitta Mitta Primary School and Talgarno
Primary School.

Both the Rural Educators Network and Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence were based
on the same concepts including:
•

a strong focus on student learning improvement

•

the involvement of clusters of rural schools – preferably offering both primary and
secondary learning

•

the utilization of a whole of community approach to pres service teacher placement

•

the involvement of “teams of pre services teachers”

•

development of a community of learning

•

the inclusion of pre service teacher involvement; the provision of professional
development for all staff of the partner organisations; and the potential for research.

The various partnerships have involved:
•

12 rural clusters

•

45 rural schools

•

four universities across six campuses

•

approximately 160 preservice teachers.

While this assessment was not able to gain input from all the organisations and individuals
involved in the Rural Educators Network or Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence, the
report encapsulates input from the vast majority of the partnerships supported over the past
four years.
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METHODOLOGY
A key element of the assessment project was the undertaking of an extensive interview
process involving al partners involved in both the Rural Educators Network and Rural School
Centre of Teaching Excellence initiatives.
A number of key focus areas were developed as a basis for these interviews. These included:
•

Exploration of the general preservice teacher involvement in rural schools currently
utilized.

•

Reflection on the development and operation of the rural cluster and university
partnership approach within the Rural Educators Network and Rural School Centre of
Teaching Excellence pilot.

•

Reflection on the implementation of the rural cluster and university partnership
approach.

•

Reflection on the roles (and their effectiveness) utilized and provided within the rural
cluster and university partnership approach.

•

The use of the rural cluster and university partnership approach in providing
professional development, undertaking research, and utilized communication
technology.

•

What are the challenges in a rural cluster and university partnership approach?

•

Could the rural cluster and university partnership approach be changed, or broadened,
to enhance its impact on preservice teacher training, the ongoing professional
development of rural teachers and improve learning opportunities and outcomes for
rural young people?

All interviews were conducted on a face to face basis. The interviewer used a structured
interview format. The face to face process allowed and encouraged a more flexible approach to
be adopted. While the interviewer had a planned interview structure, the purpose was to
provide the interviewees with the opportunity to share their experiences, knowledge and to
explore the perceived potential and future directions of the approach. Areas of specific interest
or expertise could be explored and expanded.
Interviews
Interviews were conducted with a number of individuals involved in the rural cluster university
partnership initiative including:
•

Representatives from all Universities

•

Representatives from each of the rural school clusters

•

Pre-service teachers (PSTs).

•

Rural cluster school contacts

•

CEP staff who were involved in supporting the development and operation of the
partnerships.
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Forums and Meetings:
In addition to the interviews, consultations also involved participation in partnership meetings
and relevant forums. These included:
•

Attendance at individual partnership meetings

•

Attendance at information and planning forums

•

Attendance at information sessions for pre service teachers.

•

Attendance at forums and meetings facilitated by education sectors relevant to the rural
cluster university partnership approach.

Notes and records
The interviewer maintained a written record of each interview. This was typed and edited after
the interview. Each interviewee was assured that all comments would only be used in a nonidentified manner. This was to maintain confidentiality and encourage direct and open ideas
and opinions to be shared. The notes of interviews have been used in a confidential manner in
compiling this report.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
A web-based search for literature on pre service teacher training has been undertaken. While
this has not been extensive it has focused upon actions taken in each of the states of Australia
as well as relevant materials located in international settings.
The identification of literature specifically relevant to pre service teachers and rural training is
limited.
In each of the states of Australia, governments, education systems and universities have
trialed various strategies to recognize and improve pre service teacher training in rural
settings. The greater focus has been on actions and research that will improve recruitment and
retention.
Peter and Sue Hudson,(2008) from Queensland University of Technology investigated 17 pre
service teachers in their second and third year who were involved in a 5 day rural experience.
In this experience they interacted and lived in the community while observing teaching
practices. This research showed that to instill confidence in PST’s to teach and live in a rural
setting requires firsthand experience. It confirmed that this short experience significantly
changed attitudes of the PST’s about rural teaching and living and that communication pre the
experience and a longer time in the rural school and community were both needed.
This work was further supported by Susan Hudson and Jan Millwater,(2010) who expanded on
the “Over the Hill” program. They outline some of the specific skills required to teach and live
in a rural setting. Specifics such as, multi age classes, small school administration, accessing
resources, understanding community dynamics, overcoming isolation and developing
professional networks were listed as being different to an urban school experience. It further
argues that barriers such as these can be overcome
“through the collaborative efforts of university education faculties, schools and local rural
communities” .
Elaine Sharplin,(2002) in Western Australia examined the expectations for rural and remote
teaching. This study found that preservice teachers are under informed about rural teaching
and rely on narrow stereotypical views. These views included that rural schools would be
poorly resourced, that there would be a lack of mentors and professional development and that
they would be lonely, lack family support and reduce their social network.
Tasmania conducts their “Professional Experience in Isolated and Rural Schools” (PIERS) which
encourages preservice teachers to undertake school experiences in rural schools. This program
provides travel and accommodation support as well as program funds for professional learning
for principals and mentor teachers. The placement is for five or six weeks in which PST’s can
travel back three times. Roles for all key stakeholders have been defined.
The South Australian Catholic Education system has focused upon the early careers of teachers
where it is recognised that new educators often strive to simply survive in classrooms in the
early part of their careers. They provide assistance for the first two years of teaching through
the appointment of two consultants. The role for the consultants is to provide professional
learning about induction and school-based support programs. They provide professional
development, classroom observation and weekly email contact for graduate teachers. They act
as a resource for new teachers to build their social and professional networks and this removes
some of the concerns faced by these teachers.

Page 7 of 31

:
Simone White,(2006) advocates a new approach for pre service teachers undertaking rural
teaching. She identifies and highlights why PST’s find rural placements a problem as being
work, family, study, cost and the length of time away. The traditional training model is too
narrow and does not suit a rural school where a community focus is vital and influential on the
school and its classrooms. She further argues that undertaking these placements in the fourth
year is too late if preservice teachers are to really consider rural teaching as a preferred
option. The new approach was to use a rural experience at the beginning of teachers’
preparation through a field based study approach that used online, correspondence and a two
day field trip as key strategies.
Two studies not directly related to preservice teachers but which have findings which may have
some relevance for rural schools and the pre service teacher program, have been reviewed.
D. Eley and P.Baker,(2006) investigated the question, “Does recruitment lead to retention?
Rural Clinical School Training experiences and subsequent intern choices?” in rural
Queensland. Since 2001 medical students have been given the opportunity to undertake their
clinical placements in rural or city locations. After this placement students completed a
questionnaire. The results indicate a high degree of satisfaction with the rural placement and
quality of the experience. However, when subsequently making a choice for their internship
they did not choose rural locations. The authors concluded that while providing training in rural
locations increases interest in rural medicine and encourages a desire to work there this does
not guarantee immediate transition to a rural internship. They highlighted that there needs to
be studies that:
“….. look more closely at the transition period between medical graduate and intern” (p.2)
In the USA in Texas Jones.G, Hancock,R, Kaalinowski,K, Knezek,G, & Overall,T researched “ A
Virtual School Environment for Enhancing College Preparation and retaining highly qualified
teachers in Rural School Districts.” This research was focused on increasing the numbers of
students in rural areas that seek college education. This was to be accomplished by re defining
a rural district, providing access to “highly qualified” and expert teachers while using existing
school infrastructures.
A key finding from the work was that:
“…… when schools cooperate in a larger educational entity (a virtual cooperative school
district) they can take advantage of the benefits of both existing infrastructure and
modern telecomputing technology.”
The technologies being used included email, web pages, asynchronous means of
communication, synchronous virtual online delivery and 3D. This approach required that
participants were prepared to succeed using an online model but that they could be
geographically diverse. They needed to agree to share teacher expertise, participate in ongoing
professional development and have a desire to improve the numbers of students who seek and
attain college degrees.
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Research Summary
The selected research studies and relevant program descriptions help define what key actions
a pre service teacher program focusing on a rural or remote context could include, what are
the potential problems and issues as well as some broader directions that need to be
considered.
The research indicates that inclusions in a Rural Cluster University partnership could be to:
•

Provide a rural experience before PST’s get to their final year

•

Fund training for principals and mentors working with PST’s

•

Fund at least accommodation and travel for PST’s in rural placement

•

Provide ongoing support for PST’s when they become graduates. Provide this support in
at least the first two years of teaching

•

Use a designated coordinator for PST placements. The coordinator to be drawn from a
cluster of rural schools. In the study cited a Principal filled this role

•

Require universities, schools and their communities to overcome most barriers through
the use of a collaborative approach

•

Use emersion, that includes teaching and living in the rural community, as a key
strategy. What emersion means and how long such placements should last need further
discussion and examination. In some Australian States a one week experience is
provided, while in others it is a University based program linked to a rural community
with a two day field trip. The use of the extended placement (5-6 weeks) is how this
has been approached in Tasmania and the CEP Rural Cluster and University partnership
approaches.

•

Extend the preservice teacher program to the first two years of teaching, where
continued planned and structured support is needed.

The problems identified can be summarised as:
•

Cost to the PST’s and the Universities for rural placement are greater than for
“traditional modes” of delivery that are generally centred on metropolitan locations.

•

Teaching and living in a rural community require a specific skill set that includes
knowledge, understanding and experience.
The majority of preservice teacher
programs detailed in the research are currently not offering these.

•

The extended block time placement is a barrier to access for many PST’s. Issues such
as employment, family, sport and study prevent participation

•

Student attitudes and knowledge about rural teaching and living follow negative
stereotypical patterns. Such attitudes are formed on the basis of little or no information
or experience. The attitudes include schools will be poorly resourced, professional
isolation, loneliness and that limited social networks will all be limited and difficult
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Many of the findings and solutions within the current research indicate that preservice teacher
rural placements need to be implemented within a broader context. The new graduate
mentoring initiative operating in South Australia offers support for the first two years of
teaching, linking the University program directly related to the rural teaching experience,
commencing the contact before the final year placement and the use of University staff and
resources for ongoing professional development, especially for mentor teachers, are all
examples of this broader context.
It is also clear from the research, focusing on the preservice placement alone will not
necessarily achieve better outcomes. The rural clinical training experiences in Queensland
challenges the belief that simply providing a high quality, valuable preservice experience, will
translate into graduates choosing rural settings for their next placement.
The research into a “district virtual school” raises some parallel questions for preservice
teacher training. It highlights the need for there to be a cooperative school district large
enough to provide the best access to “highly qualified” teachers. It further argues that a
cluster of schools working with a University could overcome barriers to rural preservice
placements. The links between Universities and schools may well enable contact, relationships
and access to high quality practical experience and knowledge from schools before the final
year placement.
The availability of University staff to preservice teachers during the placement can be
enhanced through the use of technology. The role of technology, as the Texas research
indicates, does increase student opportunity, staff retention, satisfaction and professional
development through an online community. These parallels should be considered within a
future rural framework.
The research materials confirm that there are some essential inclusions, identifies some
problems that need to be addressed as well as some suggested new directions and actions for
a rural cluster and university partnership approach.
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THE CURRENT SITUATION
Within the Rural Educators Network and Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence pilot, CEP
in consultation with the rural clusters and universities, developed an overall approach to the
formation and implementation of the rural cluster and university partnership approach. This
approach had been detailed into a resource package which outlines:
•

the general principles and objectives of the rural cluster and university partnership

•

the development of a partnership approach

•

the roles to support the partnership.

A copy of this resource package is attached.
The current situation has been described using the materials and information gained from the
interviews. It has been grouped under the following sub headings of:
•

The Universities

•

The Rural Cluster Based Program

•

Mentors and Leadership

•

Using a Research Focus

•

The use of communication technology in the Pre Service Teacher Program

•

General and Additional Concepts and ideas

The Universities
a. Diversity and Complexity
•

The preservice teacher courses that are being offered, and then used, within the
rural cluster and university partnership approach include primary only, secondary
only, middle years, early childhood and P-12 qualifications. They also involve both
undergraduate and postgraduate courses.

•

The size of the education faculty within the participating universities, and in
particular the cohort of students, varies from around 50 to over 1000 pre service
teachers.

•

The structures utilized by universities to involve preservice teachers vary
significantly. In general, the involvement of pre service teachers within the rural
cluster is one block of time that can be as short as four or as long as six weeks.
Short blocks are often repeated in the next semester.
However, there are other arrangements that include a combination of block
supported by weekly involvement of two days per week.

•

The rural cluster and university partnership approach focuses on the final year of a
preservice teachers course which in some cases is also the final round.

•

Some university education courses are linked to other faculties and their
timetables. This reduces their flexibility in relation to courses that are education
only and the opportunity to vary the partnership approach.
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b. Program Operation
•

CEP has provided a brokerage and support role to link the university and the rural
cluster. This role has been essential in the development and success of the
partnerships.

•

Preservice teachers are provided with a briefing that is used to “sell” the benefits of
the rural cluster partnership approach. This has been conducted by CEP in
partnership with the University.

•

Preservice teachers then self-select, through an expression of interest process, into
the partnership approach. In general, those volunteering can be characterised as
displaying initiative, are risk takers and are more likely to be in the higher
achieving group in their course.

•

The rural cluster and university partnership approach is based on a team of
preservice teachers being allocated to a rural cluster and staying in the community
for the duration of the practicum.

•

A coach or teaching fellow has been a strategy used to support the implementation
of the partnership at the cluster level. The role and selection has varied across
partnerships. University of Melbourne generally identifies a teacher from within the
cluster and supports release for that teacher to fulfill the teaching fellow role. In the
other Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence pilots an external coach has
provided support. Both roles have been valued.

The Rural Cluster Based Approach
a. Pre-Practicum Preparation
•

The rural cluster and university approach encourage the development of pre
involvement through activities such as orientation and information sharing. While a
couple of partnerships support pre involvement activities, the majority support an
induction/orientation process on the first day of the preservice teachers
involvement.

b. Operation
•

Preservice teachers are provided with an orientation process, generally facilitated
by CEP. This varies from partnership to partnership. It usually involves visits to
each of the schools in the cluster and in some cases includes regional/diocese
information sessions and forums.

•

The majority of preservice teachers time is spent in the classroom teaching
experience.

•

When not teaching in the “base” classroom, time is used more flexibly across the
cluster. Visits and teaching in other classes, teaching in other levels (eg primary
PSTs teaching in secondary schools), working on a research project, one on one
student assistance and community involvement have all been evidenced. These
decisions are encouraged within the rural cluster but usually left to the preservice
teacher.
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•

Preservice teachers are provided with professional learning opportunities as an
equal staff member. They are also expected to attend all meetings and generally
do so.

•

Specific preservice teacher forums are held in each partnership. These include
formal programs about interview processes, applications and panels, to informal
debriefs with the cluster contact on a weekly basis. In one partnership the
principals of the cluster provide a specific half day professional development activity
on a relevant topic – eg professional learning teams, ultranet, etc.

•

Preservice teachers are exposed to the various schools in the cluster and across the
range of year levels. This is positively received.

•

Direct community involvement is an essential component of the rural cluster and
university partnership approach and occurs at many levels. It has been both
structured through a community coordinator-mentor and informal. In some
instances, a community package is provided for pre service teachers and contains
local information and helpful advice. Local government has been involved in this
activity on occasions.

c. Schools’ Program Perspectives
•

There is a need for the preservice teaching practicum to occur in rural schools. In
general, they provide a supportive teaching and learning experience for the Pre
service teachers as well as a diverse teaching experience that extends beyond the
classroom.

•

The rural cluster and university partnership approach has an emersion strategy
where Preservice teachers do not spend all their time in one school but several.
This broadens the scope and options for the Preservice teachers.

•

Preservice teachers stay together in the rural cluster community providing a very
strong collegial approach to the practicum.

d. Pre-Service Teachers
•

A key element of the rural cluster and university partnership approach is that the
preservice teachers are involved in a “whole of community” approach that requires
them to be hosted within the rural cluster community as a team.

•

All preservice teachers have gained access to the rural scholarship to cover travel,
accommodation and other costs associated with being involved in a rural
partnership.

•

While preservice teachers volunteer to be part of the program, one cluster required
them to write on “Why I want to come?” as a tool to get them to think through
their reasons to be involved in the rural cluster and university partnership.
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Mentors-leadership-coaches and teaching fellows
•

Mentors are identified by the partnership and are a critical element in supporting
the involvement and learning of preservice teachers. There are varied approaches
utilized by the partnerships to mentoring.

•

The critical number of preservice teachers enables a face to face presence from the
University and forums and seminars to be delivered from theoretical and practical
stances as part of the practicum. The involvement of the teaching fellow and
University staff in the presentation and roundtable assessment processes also
becomes possible.

•

A coach has been used in the Rural School Center of Teaching Excellence pilot to
provide advice, support, increase responsiveness and to be involved in the
assessment of preservice teachers. This has been well received. The initial focus of
this role is in support for the preservice teachers and schools but growth into a
broader cluster role is possible.

•

The coach and the teaching fellow are directly involved in observing preservice
teachers teach.

Using a Research Focus
•

A research requirement is included in the Rural School Centre of Teaching
Excellence pilot. While it has been a possible area within the Rural Educators
Network, this has not been an expectation in the partnership. This is approached in
distinctive ways by each of the clusters. One has it as an extension of the subjects
within the course program and linked to a final presentation as part of the final
practicum assessment. Another has provided it as a student led program
development across and within the cluster schools. PST’s were responsible for
planning and implementation that included staff, student and parent briefings and
the final assessment. The third cluster is using this process to explore, with
preservice teacher research and University support, an aspect of cluster
achievement they want to know more about before commencing a program
development strategy.

•

The preservice teachers have research projects that are part of their course work
across a number of years. These can include:
- Assessment and feedback
- Case study around middle years
- Case study of an effective teacher
- Service learning project
It would be possible for preservice teachers to build a relationship with a school
through the research-assignment aspects of their course work in the early years of
their program before they complete their final practicum.

•

Preservice teachers have been involved in completing university course work using
the rural cluster practicum as a resource while others have pre-set their own
practicum goals to further explore theoretical perspectives of their course.
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•

The teacher mentor could be an important cog in the research process and in one
instance contact is made a week before to clarify and negotiate the research.
However, they are generally not being directly involved.

•

The research element has generally focused on the preservice teacher and their
role and involvement. The experience has been that staff can, and has, become
involved in this work. This presents the opportunity that a partnership with the
University and the development of professional learning with staff becomes a
possibility within the research element of future rural approach.

The Use of ICT
•

Within the rural cluster and university partnership approach, the use of
communication technologies is encouraged across a range of areas.

•

There has been some innovative use of ICT with within the rural cluster and
university partnership approach. In one partnership the school provided use and
training of ICT as a teaching and learning tool. The expectation was that this be
part of the preservice teacher’s practicum experience and the extension of its use
beyond the school base. This has included teaching online directly to classes from
remote locations, including overseas.

•

In another partnership a preservice teacher network has been formed and is used
as a “blog” to discuss, debrief, gain ideas and support etc. for teaching rounds. This
has been well supported

•

ICT has generally not been considered or used as a pre visit tool to develop
communication and relationships with rural clusters pre practicum by schools or
preservice teachers.

General
•

CEP has provided a broker role in all rural cluster and university partnerships across
both the Rural Educators Network and the Rural School Centre of Teaching
Excellence. This role has supported the formation of the partnership, supported the
development of the partnership plan, supported the implementation and facilitated
the evaluation of each partnership.

•

The Rural Cluster and University partnership approach is complex and within the
current approach, there is great flexibility to accommodate local needs and
interests. This is evidenced by the variety of partnership structures and formats in
place.
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Key Findings
Program Structures
a. Rural Cluster and University Partnerships
Universities, in the main, have difficulties in gaining placement places for preservice
teachers in schools and devote significant time to this process annually. Schools are not
always consistent and regular in their support of practicum placements.
Partnerships:
The program’s guiding principle is the creation of a partnership to develop, implement
and celebrate the program and its outcomes. The evidence is that very little time or
consideration has been given to this keystone of program design. The program has
proceeded on the basis of individually determined assumptions based upon past shared
experiences.
This program is more complex than the traditional practicum process and as such many
schools and universities are wary of the additional workloads involved.
The development of a shared view and understanding has been overwhelmed by the
desire for action. This has meant that clarity around purpose and outcome has been
individually determined with two parallel efforts being contributed from universities and
schools that connect only where common purpose intersects.
This makes accountability problematic and certainly not a focus for the program in its
initial stages.
In the rural partnerships the time allocated to building relationships and partnerships
has been limited. The focus has been on the short-term project goals and not on the
long-term outcomes. The project and short-term goals may be achieved but
sustainability may be an issue.
The Universities are keen to support longer term relationships and commitments and
more formalised arrangements for the partnership. These commitments would increase
the efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of the program.
Despite these shortcomings the program is being implemented with some evidence of
successful outcomes. This seems to occur because the parties involved have
participated with high levels of professional intent and a cooperative attitude towards
each other and the program.
Brokerage Role:
The brokerage role provided within the rural cluster and university partnership approach
role has been considered to be important in the initiation and establishment of the
partnership. The support, administrative and oversight role played by CEP in the Rural
Educator Network and the Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence has been
considered as important and crucial.
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Whole of Community Involvement:
While the live-in component is clearly beneficial, the framework must allow for pre
service teachers to experience the more rounded rural cluster and university
partnership program without the live in component being a barrier.
In particular, some clarity is needed for the role of the University in supporting the
preservice teachers and the school. The research element and the focus that is to be
adopted needs to be negotiated annually to determine the focus i.e. Is it for school
needs, preservice teacher growth and development or broad based research around
cluster educational issues?
Sharing Best Practice:
Throughout this assessment project, there were many examples of best practices
developed in both the Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence pilot program and the
Rural Educators Network but as yet have not been shared in any effective way across
rural cluster and university partnerships.
b. Information and Communication for Pre-Service Teachers
Promotion:
The past practice has been for the broker (CEP) to provide preservice teachers with a
briefing about the program and its potential benefits. This is usually done early in the
year. Other than this briefing preservice teachers seem to be provided with little further
information on which to base their decision to undertake a rural teaching partnership.
Support:
The scholarship available for preservice teachers to participate within a rural
partnership project is seen as essential – if this scholarship was not available, many of
the preservice teachers would not have participated within the rural cluster university
partnerships.
However, many appear keen to pursue this model for teaching experience but for
personal and practical reasons are unable to do so. There has been no standard
mechanism in place to allow students to explore if alternatives or options exist to
overcome these issues. Informally or individually this can occur, but it does not exist as
an expectation or available to all students.
Year Level Focus:
The partnership approach currently being used is focused on final year preservice
teachers. This is limiting the opportunity for the use of this model to one-year level. It
also prevents the development of a communication and support relationship between a
preservice teachers and rural clusters. If such a relationship were to develop many
opportunities and possibilities open up. Preservice teachers would have the chance to
explore theoretical perspectives raised in Universities with those in the practical
situation. Assignments could be related to and have access to that practical perspective
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Rural Cluster Involvement:
While rural cluster schools plan extensively for the preservice teachers experiences in
the partnership program they also need to be flexible and listen to the pre service
teachers and their views and needs.
c. Self Selecting or Volunteering Pre Service Teachers
Preservice teachers self select, or volunteer, to participate into the rural cluster and
university partnership project through an expression of interest process. This skews the
cohort participating as anecdotally
Pre-Service Teacher Participants:
There has been strong interest from preservice teacher groups to participate. Personal
circumstances and commitments often prevent participation; however, the rural
scholarship has provided valuable support to overcome these circumstances.
The program for a range of reasons impresses preservice teachers. The program
provides access to a variety of schools within the cluster within the one experience. The
level of participation and the trust and depth of responsibility extended to preservice
teachers by the rural clusters has been greater than other experiences. In most
instances they feel they are received and treated as colleagues not visitors.
In conversations with preservice teachers, it was indicated that the rural cluster and
university project was attracting “more able” students. They seem to show very good
levels of initiative, resilience and skill with strong academic performance within their
university course. It however raises the issue as to whether this program can become
generalised to a position where it could be developed and implemented for all pre
service teachers, schools and universities and also has the potential to skew the
evaluation results.
Information Provision:
The preservice teachers are being asked to volunteer and be placed into selected rural
clusters based on minimal information. Rural clusters provide little or no information
about themselves or the program. Access to some of the cluster data around student
attitudes, staff morale etc would be useful for transparency and in making their
decision.
Pre-Service Teacher Knowledge:
The practical knowledge that graduates bring to the practicum is low. Their knowledge
and understanding about curriculum, assessment, learning intentions has been
highlighted.
d. Clusters and Pre-Service Teacher Allocations
Size and Numbers:
There are varying sizes and natures of rural school clusters within the specific
initiatives. The current partnership range is from three to eight schools, with two
involving only primary schools and the remaining involving primary, secondary and P12 schools.
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The involvement of preservice teachers within the rural clusters also varies. However, in
each instance there are teams of preservice teachers in each rural cluster reflective of
the key principles of the rural cluster and university partnership approach.
The overall University of Melbourne model generally uses as a basis five schools in the
cluster with an average of 5 preservice teachers in each school across the cluster. This
provides a sufficient mass of preservice teacher to provide effective and efficient
support.
In rural settings the size of rural clusters sometime mitigates against multiple
placements in one school to the level highlighted about, but experience seems to
indicate that about ideally 12- 15 pre service teachers meet the efficiency and
effectiveness criteria in operating this broader based partnership approach. This
provides real challenges for a number of rural clusters will be challenged to provide this
level of involvement.
The negotiation of these placements on an annual basis is time consuming for
universities and produces significant variables into such a program.
Pre-Service Teams:
The involvement of preservice teachers as teams is seen as being critical to the success
of the rural cluster and university approach. The peer support and collegiate
environment that such teams provide has been extremely valuable.
The added value of having primary and secondary level preservice teachers involved
within these teams adds a richness to this experience.
Whole of Community Approach:
The added element of preservice teachers living in the community provides unique and
valuable experiences that strongly influence their attitudes to working in a rural
setting. This has been reinforced through the information gained as part of the
pathways tracking project currently being undertaken.
The “live in” practicum would not be possible without the scholarship funding provided
through the education sectors.
The provision of shared accommodation can be a difficulty in some communities.
In some rural cluster and university partnerships preservice teachers live close to the
cluster and a live in experience seems unnecessary from their perspective.
Rural Cluster Commitment:
It is becoming apparent that rural clusters need to consider making a commitment to
this type of rural cluster and university approach for an agreed period. This
commitment would be developed as a school policy. This includes consultation that
results in an agreed position. The policy would determine the guidelines for school and
staff participation in a preservice teacher program. It would make clear that it is a
whole school commitment and responsibility and not just the “select” few, to ensure
that the whole of community experience is realized.

Page 19 of 31

:
This would provide some continuity and consistency for the program and assist in the
efficient placement of preservice teachers into known and partnered schools by the
universities.
In schools where a PST timetable and program have been planned for the total
partnership involvement then whole staff commitment and involvement is higher.
Pre Partnership:
The use of pre-practicum preservice teacher contact has been limited across al rural
cluster and university partnerships, but useful where it has occurred. Where it has
occurred, it has been in the form of a pre visit. Little or no use has been made of ICT
communication strategies. There are opportunities for this to occur in the future.
Leadership in the pre and early stages is vital. The Cluster Contact Principal is the
person best positioned to provide this leadership.
e. The Research Element
The implementation of the research element has been varied and variable across the
rural cluster and university partnerships. This diversity has both pros and cons for all
stakeholders.
The research and goal setting achieve excellent outcomes for preservice teachers. They
learn how to develop an action plan related to their goals or research, collect evidence
to display goal achievement and then make a formal presentation at the end of the
practicum. This helps them in a number of ways but one practical and immediate one is
in their preparation for job interviews.
A criticism of the research element was it took the preservice teachers out of the
classroom
Two of the clusters have worked with the rural cluster on an identified aspect of school
or cluster need. This has been a need identified by the rural cluster and then
incorporating the preservice teachers into researching or responding to this need. This
has danger of “sidelining” the universities and the contributions they can make to such
an activity.
The other research approach adopted has been to link course work into the preservice
teacher experience. Preservice teachers are expected to complete a set assignment
during the practicum that has a research focus. This links school-based observations
and experiences to core course subject work. They complete this via a formal
presentation that contributes towards their course work and practicum assessment. This
approach focuses on the preservice teacher and course work need and has the potential
of “sidelining” the school and/or cluster from the research element.
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All of the Universities require assignment work that would be enhanced by a
relationship with practical experiences and knowledge. The opportunity for preservice
teachers to do this within a knowledgeable and supportive school environment across
their course work needs to be explored in greater depth through the partnership
approach. It has the potential to build relationships and enhance preservice teacher
confidence and knowledge before teaching in the school. This increased access and use
of some key practitioners directly into university course work further builds the
partnership approach.
There is a clear role for the research element in the program but that role and the
expectations for all key stakeholders needs greater clarity and shared responsibility.
These discussion and areas of possibilities should be defined within the partnership
agreement.
Program Implementation
a. Program Attitudes for Implementation
Partnership Plan:
The absence of a clear partnership understanding and approach within each of the rural
cluster and university partnerships has meant that the planning required to underpin
the partnership has resulted in projects being either school/cluster or university
dominated. In part this has depended on who is further advanced in their thinking
about the project.
While the participants have accepted the value of the rural cluster and university
partnership, and have contributed with good will, co-operation and commitment to
these aspects tend to decline once the project commences and their role becomes
secondary rather than shared.
All parties need to have clear and direct responsibilities in the planning as well as the
implementation stage across all elements of the program. Segmentation of
responsibility has occurred to the detriment of the program.
Rural Cluster Contact Support:
The rural cluster contact person requires significant time, flexibility and energy, the
role actions vary from partnership to partnership and generally include pre service
teacher communication, placement support and University liaison.
Rural cluster-based leadership is vital to the success of an expanded preservice teacher
approach. Where this exists, programs have provided quality experiences and a whole
cluster approach to the partnership. Currently this occurs at the level of the interest
and capacity of the leader. It needs to become an expectation rather than an option.
Accountability and Assessment:
Accountability and shared assessment and reflection have not been part of the
program. Preservice teachers assessment in this practicum format is an issue that is
being addressed but not yet resolved.
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Whole of Community:
Direct community involvement is an essential component of the rural cluster and
university partnership approach and occurs at many levels. This has been universally
seen as productive and attitude changing experience for preservice teachers.
Pre-Service Teacher Teams:
The collegial aspects of the program and the extension into the community are all
positive experiences in this program. These aspects and seeing the opportunities in
rural schools to become leaders or be given additional responsibilities appeals and
changes attitudes about rural teaching.
b. Action versus Planning
The rural and university partnership project has been implemented on the basis of a
limited planning process. There appears to be limited documentation of such a plan that
all parties have participated in, agreed upon and will contribute too.
This reduced emphasis on planning has made the identification of goals and outcomes
unclear and consequently will make assessment and evaluation problematic.
The current process of “let’s get going and we will solve problems as we go” approach
has to some degree worked on the basis of good intentions and cooperation of
participants. It is unlikely to lead to a well planned, consistently implemented program
that will be sustainable beyond the current group.
c. The place for Diversity
Diversity across Partnerships:
The various rural clusters have approached the program in distinctly different ways to
accommodate the needs and interests of the rural cluster and the structures of the
university’s education courses. This has also arisen for a number of reasons that include
size of groups, numbers of schools and preservice teacher, past relationships and
participation and development of previous programs. The outcome has been the
emergence of a diverse number of actions that have produced great benefit to those
who have been exposed to them. In general, the “best practice” within this program
remains with the group that developed and implemented it.
The freedom to explore within a pilot has produced some core planning and
implementation expectations. The establishment of these will be necessary to save time
and frustration that has been part of the current process.
There is a clear need to establish some common expectations within a program
framework that encourages and allows diversity but also ensures that “best practice” is
shared and owned by the whole group. This is a role for the Statewide Coordinator.
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Diversity within Partnerships:
The diversity in the partnerships and between the various universities provides a major
challenge to incorporate their variations within a one program framework.
The diversity and the value in each of the approaches indicate how important it will be
to maintain this flexibility within a framework for any future rural cluster and university
partnership. It also indicates that gaining some consistency of expectation, roles and
outcomes may also be needed to maximize goal achievements.
d. The Teaching Fellow and Coaching Role
A teaching fellow provides support, supervision and professional learning in conjunction
with a university staff member for the preservice teachers in one cluster. In the other
clusters a coach has provided advice, support, resources and supervision. These roles
have been valued by the preservice teachers and the rural cluster schools and should
continue in future programs.
For example, the use of the teaching fellow in a cluster of four rural schools and an
allocated thirteen preservice teachers is being well received. This is another example of
the University and cluster working cooperatively around both theory and practice.
While there are some similarities in the roles, they also have differences. The coach has
played more of a go between role for the preservice teachers and clusters while the
teaching fellow roles involves more linking of the theory and the practical through
regular seminars. The coach/teaching fellow is essential in being a link between the
universities, the preservice teachers and the rural cluster. The role of the teaching
fellow in negotiating seminar topics and content is contributing to bridging the gap
between theory and practice. This will make for a stronger and more relevant
partnership. A blended role would provide access to the benefits that have been
observed in these two distinct roles.
Key Program Actions
a. Teacher Mentors
Mentor support and training is an issue. Universities are seen to provide minimal
supervision support and the assessment process, while under review, is considered to
be unsatisfactory. Teacher mentors remain a key focus in the operation and
implementation of the program but from their perspective believe they receive little or
no support from universities.
The development of a Professional Certificate in Education by Melbourne University,
which is currently being piloted, is a step in the right direction. However, this role in
this program does not seem to have shifted dramatically from its traditional approach.
The key changes have been that schools are generally making the experience a more
whole staff and school experience and not just a one teacher classroom experience.
Staff selection to supervise or mentor preservice teachers becomes less of an issue
when the program focuses on a broad based staff involvement
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Mentor support is considered to need improvement. Currently information booklets are
provided but not necessarily read. Expectations for mentors are not understood and
usually set by the individual mentor. In the schools’ view, relationships between
mentors and universities are limited and onsite visits by University staff are minimal.
This relationship is not considered to reflect a partnership approach.
The teacher mentor role in the assessment process is contentious. It is often left to the
teacher mentor working alone to complete. This is done without significant direction,
support or moderation. In small schools with limited numbers of staff this is a very
open and risky process.
b. Pre-Service Teacher Assessment
The assessment for preservice teachers in this experience needs development and all
stakeholders recognize this. The current processes seem inadequate in reflecting the
breadth of the experience and the knowledge gained through this approach. The
assessment also needs to become an integral part of the partnership with involvement
and the roles shared’
The move towards a roundtable and presentation strategy involving a panel is a more
integrated approach to assessment. It provides the opportunity to link theory to
practice and unify the work of both schools and universities.
c. The Use of ICT
Teaching and communicating using ICT should be an expectation for pre service
teachers going to rural locations.
ICT for Communication:
ICT at all levels plays a minor role. In program set up and implementation it is almost
nonexistent. In a rural placement with distance being an issue, the opportunity to use
this resource has not been widely considered. Preservice teachers and rural clusters
could be using ICT to undertake some pre- program preparation and during the
placement universities could be maintaining more regular contact with pre service
teachers using ICT.
ICT for Teaching and Learning:
The use of ICT as a teaching and learning tool within the classroom is commencing
from a low skill base with preservice teachers. The understanding and use of ICT skills
specifically related to teaching and learning are minimal and are behind why many
teachers are able to do in classrooms. This applies to interactive whiteboards, the use
of communication tools, such as Skype, Illuminate etc
Their knowledge and understanding of technology is very good but transferring this
into the classroom program remains a challenge. The ICT skills of the pres service
teachers are recognized by many as being superior to many existing staff. It presents
as an opportunity for schools and universities to work together pre, during and post the
experience to address this issue.

Page 24 of 31

:
The use of ICT in supporting the University-school partnership and relationship also
presents as an opportunity. The involvement of teaching staff in university programs
and the involvement of university staff in school based professional learning are two
such ICT opportunities.
ICT and Universities:
Universities do not seem well placed to provide for ICT as teaching and learning tool or
for communication. They have not generally contemplated its broader use in the
practicum process as a communication tool between preservice teachers and the rural
clusters or between supervisors and rural clusters, especially teacher mentors.
The expectations for ICT and its use in the practicum need to be developed by
Universities in their partnership with rural cluster schools.
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CONCLUSIONS AND SUMMARY
The literature research, and the assessment project undertaken of the Rural Educators
Network and current Rural School Centre of Teaching Excellence pilot make clear the elements,
actions and practices that should be included in any future SCTE program.
They have been group as:
•

Pre-conditions for a Rural SCTE

•

Key Processes

•

Essential Actions

•

Optional Actions

a. Pre Conditions for a Rural SCTE
•

Partnerships
A formal partnership between the university and the rural cluster must be negotiated
and written. This should define what the goals, outcomes and roles and responsibilities
within the partnership will be and would ideally be for a period of 3 to 5 years, although
it could operate on an annual basis.
The partnership must develop an annual plan in which operation and implementation
actions are outlined and outcomes identified. These need to be evaluated and
celebrated by the partners.

•

Partnership Issues
The partnership will need to determine:
o

The briefing and information processes for the preservice teachers. This will
include funding, accommodation and travel arrangements. It must also explain
the special features of a rural cluster partnership. All materials should ideally be
delivered verbally and in writing to preservice teachers. The cluster co-ordinator
and a university staff member should be available for ongoing contact. There is
also the potential to provide this information web based and available.

o

The role and nature of research within the partnership. The rural cluster should
determine the focus for the research each year. The focus could be based on a
cluster, an individual school, a preservice teacher team or individual or
University course work basis.
The partnership needs to discuss and decide what and who will be the focus of
the research element. Consideration should be given to linkages between
preservice teacher course work and the rural cluster as a resource for this work.
Research or assignment work in the cluster may not be limited to the final
placement. It could be negotiated for other years where a cluster may want
some aspect of its operation investigated or a preservice teacher may have
assignments related to school situations.
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During the partnership the purpose and nature of any specific assignment or
research work to be completed must be clear before the placement begins.
Outcomes gained from such work should be available on the Cluster SCTE web
site.

•

o

The nature and form of the partnership. The options are for block placements
and live in the community, set days per week with blocks, blocks without the
live-in requirement. All could be explored in any future rural cluster and
university partnership.

o

A partnership professional learning plan: that examines and defines the role of
the university in the rural cluster professional learning program and the role of
the cluster in contributing to preservice teacher course work and lecture
program.

o

The assessment processes. The complexity of a rural cluster and university
partnership placement needs to be recognized in the assessment process. All
key stakeholders should participate in this process. The cluster needs to
determine an agreed process for preservice teachers assessment.

o

Roles and responsibilities. It is vital that the roles and responsibilities for the
preservice teacher partnership are discussed and negotiated. They must ensure
relative equality of input against the planned outcome benefits.

o

The use of pre visits by Pre-Service Teacher’s and pre placement contact. This
will include information about the rural cluster, its programs, students and
community. It will also establish when and how preservice teacher or schools
can make contact before the placement commences.

The Cluster
Ideally the size of the rural cluster needs to be able to accept between 12 and 15
preservice teachers. However, with the variation in the sixe of rural clusters this may be
difficult to achieve. Regardless, the principle of involving a team of preservice teachers
within a rural cluster and university partnership needs to be maintained. Numbers are
important to build collegiality as well as being efficient.
To provide the most valuable rural preservice teacher experience the rural cluster
should consist of primary schools and secondary or P-12 schools.
Within the current approach, the rural cluster will identify a cluster co-ordinator. This
position should be continued to be supported to provide time to complete the role. The
role should include co-ordination with the University, placement of preservice teachers
within the cluster, provision of professional learning during the placement, support and
professional learning with the University for teacher mentors, participation in the
supervision and assessment of PST’s and the key contact for community mentors. A
key function will be communication and the use of a web-based process to achieve this.
Consideration should also include the co-ordinator being responsible for developing,
using and maintaining a web link for the rural cluster and university partnership. This
role should be seen as a Professional Learning Coach role with significant hands on, as
well as planning and administering of professional learning needs in the cluster. This
would include any future rural cluster and university partnership program.
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•

Rural Clusters
Rural clusters should establish a rural cluster and university policy that requires a whole
staff participation and implementation. The decision to participate should be an agreed
cluster position that is reviewed as needed. The cluster information that is to be
provided for the preservice teachers should be developed and available for all
placements.

b. Key Processes and Essential Actions
The following is a checklist of the key processes and essential actions to define those that
should be utilized within a future Rural Cluster and University Partnership. These processes
will be present and used through a variety of essential actions that reflect each individual
cluster and the needs of the university and pre service teachers. Some examples have
been provided in this checklist.

Key Processes
1. Leadership
commitment to the
Rural Cluster and
University
Partnership

Essential Actions
•

•
•
•
•

2. An orientation
program and time

•
•

•
•

The cluster leadership should conduct a briefing with
the whole staff on the policy and planned rural and
university partnership. Accommodation, funding, travel
etc will be part of this briefing
The cluster leadership should provide an introductory
briefing and orientation for the preservice teacher
involved.
The cluster leadership should conduct a weekly debrief
with the preservice teachers involved
The cluster leadership should negotiate a community
mentor for preservice teachers involved
The cluster leadership will develop a planned activity
timetable for each partnership and provide this for
preservice teachers in orientation. This needs to be a
flexible plan.
The orientation program should be a minimum of one
day and involve the whole cluster.
The orientation program should provide all relevant
information including school performance, learning
outcomes, curriculum needs, teaching and learning
focuses, etc.
The orientation program should involve visits to all
cluster schools and the broader community
A pre orientation should be available to preservice
teachers and communicated at their briefing
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3. Online support and
communication

•
•
•
•

4. Classroom teaching
time the dominant
feature for the
preservice teachers

•
•
•
•

5. Broad based
supervision and
feedback

•
•
•

6. Professional learning
for all stakeholders

•
•
•
•
•
•

Preservice teachers should be able to contact the
partnership contact school online before a visit.
The teacher mentor and preservice teachers should
communicate online before the partnership commences
A variety of online communication should be used. Email
and web linked face to face are two.
A rural cluster and university partnership site or link
should be established and maintained by the cluster
Professional learning Coach
The teacher mentor and preservice teacher will have a
weekly plan for classroom lessons that work towards
fulfilling the teaching requirements of the placement.
The teaching experience in the partnership need not be
restricted to one classroom or one school.
Preservice teachers be encouraged to undertaken
teaching experiences in both secondary and primary year
levels.
Preservice teachers should be expected to deliver
teaching and learning sessions using ICT.
The teacher mentor should provide verbal and written
feedback for each teaching session in consultation with
the university contact person
The Cluster Professional Learning Coach should observe
and provide feedback at least once a week for each
preservice teacher.
The University staff should observe each preservice
teacher for an extended teaching period and provide
feedback. Such observation should also consider the
broader community and learning environment.
Preservice teachers should have an open invitation to all
rural cluster meetings held during the placement.
Preservice teachers should aim to attend all staff and
team meetings during the placement
Preservice teachers will attend professional learning
activities that will be conducted during each placement.
The University and Professional Learning Coach will
provide a briefing and capacity building session for all
teacher mentors in each placement period.
The partnership will negotiate the role Universities can
contribute to school professional learning
Rural cluster needs to provide specific orientation and
professional learning for pre service teacher in the use of
ICT in the teaching and learning process.
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7. Research linking
theory and practice

•
•
•
•

8. Creating a collegiate
and supportive
environment

•

•
•
•
•

9. Assessment

•

•
•

•
•
10. Program evaluation
and shared
celebration

•
•
•
•

The partnership will negotiate the role cluster schools
and staff can contribute to preservice teacher course
work
The partnership will define what, if any, preservice
teacher course assignments, can and will be supported
by direct involvement of cluster schools or their staff.
The partnership will define the expectations and
processes for any investigation or research that will be
part of the preservice teacher placement.
The partnership will define how theory and practice will
be linked through the preservice teacher University
course.
A preservice teacher Cluster Network Blog will be linked
from a school’s web page for exclusive use by preservice
teachers in the lead up, during and after the placement.
Its purpose will be open but basically for debrief, idea
sharing and support.
Preservice teachers will be placed in no less than teams
of two. Where very small schools are used two schools
will be paired and share two preservice teachers.
A community mentor will coordinate and support
community involvement and support of preservice
teachers
Preservice teachers will be provided with a school
information package during the orientation program or
on pre visits to the school.
The Professional Learning Coach will promote the
preservice teacher program and its outcomes within and
beyond the cluster.
A mid placement assessment discussion will be provided
to the preservice teachers by the teacher mentor, coach
and University staff member. This can be done
technologically or via teleconference.
The final assessment will involve teacher mentor, coach,
University staff and a preservice teacher peer in a round
table process.
The assessment will reflect all aspects of the rural cluster
and university partnership experience. The assessment
should include a self reflected assessment report by the
preservice teachers.
The assessment can include the formal presentation of
research or assignment outcomes.
Assessment can be linked to celebration presentations
All stakeholders should participate in an evaluation of the
rural cluster and university partnership program.
This should be implemented and reported on by the
Professional Learning Coach
Successes should be celebrated formally with all
stakeholders.
A report should be provided to the partnership meeting
for the next year.
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c. Optional Actions
The diversity of the rural cluster and university partnerships has produced a number of
specific and valuable practices. They reflect the individual approaches adopted within each
partnership but could be implemented in other settings. The list below reflects these as
optional ideas for partnerships to consider:
•

Preservice teachers will be located within in a preservice team who then work in
partnership with the rural cluster on an identified focus area. The team has a
responsibility to make a presentation to staff. This may be an assignment or research
report or it may be the organization of a school event e.g. a reading day, a walk-a-thon
etc

•

A system of cluster co-ordinated facilitated peer feedback for preservice teachers could
be offered to pre service teachers

•

A forum conducted for preservice teachers by cluster leaders on writing an application
and being interviewed was very relevant during the final year pre service teacher
placement.

•

The cluster community and schools provided the preservice teachers with a welcome
package that provided information, local vouchers and some donated local product.

•

After a classroom teaching session, the students in the class were able to log onto a pre
service teachers blog and provide student feedback about the lesson direct to the pre
service teachers. Guidelines were established for this activity.

•

A PST was able to conduct a teaching and learning session from a remote location back
to the classroom using relatively simple face to face technology.
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