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Country Education Partnership

Foreword
Teacher attrition in Australia’s rural and remote schools
is high (Downes and Roberts, 2017) and Victoria
traditionally has had ongoing issues in recruitment
and retention in these schools. Furthermore, supply
and demand projections for a range of professionals,
including principals and teachers, suggest a national
shortfall for rural schools and communities in the
foreseeable future.

In 2010, CEP undertook an online survey of new
graduates, specifically to gain an understanding of their
experiences during their first six months of teaching.
The outcome was the formation of the Rural Educators
Network piloting several rural cluster and university
partnerships, creating opportunities for preservice
teachers to undertake extended and supported
experiences in rural schools. A review of this initiative,
the Rural Cluster University Partnership Assessment
(November 2011), found a significant increase in the
uptake of rural educator positions from preservice
teachers involved in the initiative.

In addition to adjusting to the normal demands of the
teaching profession, beginning teachers in a rural
context are often required to teach across multi-stage
classes (requiring additional planning and preparation
time), manage challenging classrooms, and take
on non-teaching responsibilities in addition to their
regular teaching loads. Although beginning teachers
face similar challenges in every type of school, these
challenges are often amplified in rural and remote
schools, which frequently have a higher proportion of
beginning teachers than metropolitan schools. It can
be even more challenging for a beginning teacher in
a rural school with few staff due to a lack of collegiate
peers in the same faculty or age level.

A state-wide Rural Learning Summit in 2019 involving
rural school education leaders, the Department of
Education and Training (DET) regional and central
offices, the Catholic Education Office, universities,
the Victorian Institute of Teaching, and the Australian
Education Union was facilitated by CEP. This summit
enabled the sharing of current support activities and
initiatives and a discussion on the range of opportunities
relating to recruitment and retention of staff to and
within regional, rural and remote schools, as a future
focus.

A high level of transience is exhibited in these often
young and inexperienced teachers who find their way
into rural schools. The range of factors attributed to this
transience include isolation from family and friends,
unfamiliarity with the rural lifestyle, limited access
to services and recreational facilities, inadequate
university preparation for teaching in rural school
settings, a lack of housing, and professional isolation.
Providing new graduates with a positive experience and
strong support systems during their first teaching role
in a rural or remote community is therefore essential
to improving staff turnover AND promoting teaching in
rural communities as a desirable option for graduate
teachers, which can only benefit our rural students.

A key outcome of this summit was a recommendation
to implement a rural training and recruitment strategy
similar to the Victorian Health Sector’s Going Rural
Health, with the aim of building strong partnerships
between rural and remote education clusters and
teacher education universities through the provision
of a brokerage and facilitation role. The strategy is
documented in the Rural Learning Summit report.
As a result of the Rural Learning Summit,
the
development of a proposal late in 2020 to establish a
Rural Educators Agency (Go Rural – Education) , and
submitted to both the Department of Education and
Training and the Minister for Education with Country
Education Partnership continuing to advocate for such
an approach throughout rural Victoria. This proposal is
still being considered for support.

Support for Early Career teachers has been a focus for
Country Education Partnership, particularly over the
past 25 years.
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Foreword
Whilst the research, discussion, political lobbying, and
local community effort has continued across many levels
focused on addressing the challenges of recruiting and
retaining educators within rural communities, the rural
school-university partnership area is just one green
shoot that has had some impact on engaging early
career teachers to such communities.
In addition to the work that CEP has undertaken over
recent years, the Victorian Government also introduced
the following initiatives: early in 2021:

This report details the initial findings from an online
survey conducted during the first half of 2021. The
survey was delivered in four sections (Demographic
information, University experience, Current Teaching
experiences and Needs for a Successful Future) and
was designed to gain an understanding of Early Career
teachers’:
• demographic background
• preparedness, and effectiveness for working in
diverse rural and remote school settings
• previous rural experiences
• impact of teacher education and rural teaching
rounds on employment trajectories
• induction and mentoring support
• professional development opportunities
• Early Career teacher networks.

• The targeted initiative STARRii program was
implemented to attract more excellent teachers to
fill hard-to-staffii positions in government schools
across the state. The $41.7 millioniii funding boost
aims to provides support to teachers settling into
their new roles and to improve educational outcomes
for rural and regional students.
• The Excellence in Teacher Education program –
Transforming the First Years of the Teaching Careeriv
– supports up to 700 graduates in their first years
as a teacher. The scheme is being piloted in select
primary schools in North-eastern Melbourne,
Western Melbourne and Inner Gippsland and will
run until 2023 as a structured two-year induction
program. This pilot is part of the $73.4 million
investment in graduate teacher support, helping
them to become lifelong learners in the profession.

It also explored how further support could be provided.
CEP has facilitated meetings with experts from the
University of Canberra and the various education
sectors, including staff from the STARR initiative,
Victorian Institute of Teaching as well as numerous Early
Career teachers. These meetings enabled discussion
on the findings of the survey and exploration of future
actions that would enhance the support provided to
Early Career teachers within rural and remote Victoria.
CEP would like to take this opportunity to thank all those
who have been involved in the online survey, and the
subsequent discussions.

Unfortunately, only a very small number of regional,
rural and remote graduates (approximately 10 rural
locations) are involved in the pilot.

We hope this report provides the basis for ongoing
discussions about how we can continue to support
our Early Career teachers, therefore ensuring that
we sustain quality education in our rural and remote
communities.

While there has been considerable attention to staffing
in rural and remote schools, the issue remains topical
and the associated challenges perennialv, especially for
the recruitment and retention of Early Career teachers.
CEP therefore felt that the time was right to re-open
conversations with our Early Career teachers and their
rural school communities.

Leanne Baxter
Project Officer
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Phil Brown
Executive Officer

Country Education Partnership

About the Survey

Country Education Partnership established an online survey to collect information from rural
and remote Early Career teachers across the key areas of:
• The survey respondents
• The university experience
• The school appointment
• Understanding the challenges and what works
An outline of the specific questions within these key areas are outlined within Appendix A of
this report.
Invitations were sent to all Victorian rural and remote school settings across all education
sectors that are within the general definition:
• At least 1.5 hours travel from Melbourne
• At least 15 minute travel from a regional population
• Within a community of a maximum of 5,000 population
A total of 86 Early Career teachers responded to the online survey.
In addition to the Online Survey, this report has drawn on a range of research that has been
undertaken in recent times focusing on the recruitment and retention of educators within
rural and remote Australian communities.

www.cep.org.au
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Section 1:

The survey respondents

Age
Over half of all respondents were aged between 22 and
25 and around one quarter were in the 26 to 30 years
age bracket. A small proportion (17.4 per cent) were
over 30 years of age (figure 1).

Figure 3: Proportion of respondents who lived in
a rural/regional/ remote area before teaching in
current school

Similarly, around 80 per cent of respondents had some
experience living in a rural/regional/remote area
before teaching at their current school (figure 3) with
67% indicating they had lived within such a community
for at least five years.

Figure 1: Proportion of respondents by age group

In addition, one in five Early Career teachers indicated
that they had never lived in a rural or regional location
prior to gaining their teaching position.

Geographic background
The majority of respondents (82.6 per cent) were raised
in non-metropolitan locations with over half (53.4 per
cent) from regional areas or rural towns (figure 2). Only
17.4 per cent of respondents grew up in a capital city.

Cultural background
Less than 10 per cent of graduate respondents come
from a culturally diverse language background and an
even smaller proportion speak a language other than
English at home (5.8 per cent) (figure 4).

Figure 2: Proportion of respondents by the location
they grew up in

www.cep.org.au

Figure 4:Survey questions relating to respondents’ cultural background
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Section 1:

The survey respondents

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
There were no Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders
represented in the Early Career survey responses.

In summary
The information provided by Early Career Teachers
provides us with the knowledge of their background,
some of which include:
• Predictably, the majority of respondents are young
(less than 30 years of age).
• Most grew up in non-capital city locations and lived
in rural/regional/remote areas before commencing
as an Early Career teacher. However there was a
significant number of Early Career teachers who
had not lived in a rural or remote location prior to
gaining their teaching position.
• Only a very small proportion of respondents were
from culturally diverse language backgrounds.
• There were no Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders
represented in the survey responses.
It appears that Early Career teachers are choosing
to work in locations with similar cultural diversity,
population size or the socio-economic makeup as those
they grew up in, although not necessarily the specific
location.

www.cep.org.au
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Section 2:

Their University Experience

The second section of the Online Survey encouraged
Early Career teachers to reflect on their experiences
within the University Education course they were
involved, especially across areas such as location,
course undertaken and the experiences they gained
through their course.

Location of Course
A similar proportion of Early Career teachers attended
a university in the metropolitan area (37 per cent) as
those in a regional area (38.3 per cent). Almost onefifth of respondents studied off-campus (figure 5).
Figure 5: Proportion of respondents by location of university and campus

Educational Qualifications and
Teaching Discipline
Around one-third (32.1 per cent) of respondents
completed a Masters degree in Teaching or Education
prior to commencing their employment at a rural or
remote school (figure 6).
Figure 7 below shows that most respondents elected to
study a single teaching discipline in either primary (42
per cent) or secondary (46.9 per cent) education.
A smaller but still significant proportion chose a multidiscipline qualification such as primary/secondary (17.3
per cent) or early childhood/primary (9.9 per cent) or
P-12 education (7.4%).
A much smaller proportion chose specialist (3.7 per
cent) or early childhood education (2.5 per cent).

Figure 6: Proportion
of respondents by
highest completed
educational
qualification before
working in a rural
and/or remote
school

www.cep.org.au
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Section 2: Their University Experience

Figure 7:
Proportion of
respondents
by level(s) of
schooling and
subjects studied
at University
to prepare for
teaching (multiselection)

Figure 8: Survey
questions relating to
teaching placement

Teaching Placements

Development of Knowledge and Skills

While three quarters of respondents were given the
opportunity to undertake a rural or country teaching
placement, a much smaller proportion (59.3 per cent)
completed one (figure 8).
Of those who undertook a rural placement,
approximately 35 per cent gained a teaching position
within a rural or remote community.

More than half of respondents agreed or strongly
agreed that their pre-teaching service teaching course
and rural placement practicum (where undertaken)
enabled development of knowledge and skills in the
following areas (figure 9):
• The development of appropriate teaching and
learning strategies (87.6 per cent)
• Developing staff-student relationships in school
classroom management strategies (80.2 per cent)
• School expectations of teachers (75.3 per cent)
• Classroom management strategies (74.1 per cent)
• Staff-staff relationships in school (72.9 per cent)
• Managing student behaviour (64.3 per cent)
• The wider role of the school in the community (63 per
cent)
• Teaching in culturally diverse classrooms (58 per
cent)
• Developing staff-parent relationships in school (55.6
per cent).

Less than one quarter (23.5 per cent) of respondents
reported that their rural practicum experience had an
impact on their placement in a rural/regional school.
The length of respondents’ rural placement varied
greatly, with the average being 4.5 weeks (table 1).

www.cep.org.au
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Section 2: Their University Experience

Figure 9: Participation in pre-service teacher course, and any rural placement practicum completed, allowed development of knowledge and skills in ...

Figure 9 also shows the five areas where respondents
most strongly disagreed or disagreed that their course
provided them with knowledge and skills development
that they believe are required to teach within a rural or
remote education setting:
• Support provided for teachers in rural/remote
locations (51.9 per cent)
• Teaching in multi-age classrooms (48.8 per cent)
• Development of own living skills (42.5 per cent)
• Participation in community activities (39.5 per cent)
• Community expectations of teachers outside school
hours (37.5 per cent).

Table 1: Length of rural teaching placement by
number of respondents

www.cep.org.au
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Section 2: Their University Experience

In Summary

• While many Teacher Education universities
provide information to preservice teachers
on the opportunity to undertake a practical
experience within a rural or remote education
setting, the number of preservice teachers who
take up this opportunity is significantly lower.

“As highlighted in Figure 9, it is of significant concern
that high rates of respondents purport they did
not receive vital skills and knowledge to undertake
professional practice in rural and remote settings,
a sentiment supported by Roberts’ (2020) findings
regarding preservice teacher education courses.”.
Almost one third of Australian students live in nonmetropolitan locations. Preparing teachers for practice
in non-metropolitan schools so that they are aware
of the opportunities, challenges and differences in
these settings is crucial to preparing, in attracting and
retaining teachers in rural and remote areas, but few
universities have this focus. Those that do are typically
located in regional areas.

• One in three preservice teachers who undertake
a practical experience within a rural or remote
school take employment in the same or a
similar community on completing their studies.

Without appropriate preparation for non-metropolitan
schools, the staffing problems that many of these
schools face every year will continue to affect the
educational outcomes and aspirations of their students.

• While Table 1 indicates the length of the practical
experience, there was no data collected to determine
where a longer practical experience resulted
in those involved taking up a teaching position
within a rural or remote school. This is something
that may be worth exploring in greater depth.

Holistically, these results identify a need for preservice
teacher education to encompass preparedness for rural
and remote practice. This includes exposing potential
teachers to the challenges and opportunities this
lifestyle brings and preparing them for working in these
communities. There are very few teacher education
courses that guide students through the challenges of
isolation, lack of professional development offerings,
teaching outside their expertise, teaching multi-age
classes and so on.

• Around one-third of respondents have a postgraduate qualification in teaching or education.
• Most respondents elected to study a single teaching
discipline in primary or secondary education.

• Early Career teachers’ experience of teacher
education and beginning teaching revealed
similarities suggesting that most left their
teacher education programs with a collection of
professional learnings, basic tools and experiences
that resonate in a variety of school contexts.
• While respondents agreed that their pre-service
teacher course and rural placement practicum
enabled them to develop their teaching and learning
skills, many did not feel sufficiently skilled in areas
specific to teaching in rural/remote locations.

www.cep.org.au
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Developing the skills that teachers need to successfully
work in a rural or remote community is likely to result
in more graduates willing to teach and stay in these
locations.

Country Education Partnership

Section 2: Their University Experience

Although the Early Career teachers felt generally
prepared by their teacher education programs, many
indicated that they were not equipped in the rural
multi-age/multi-stage classroom they generally
find themselves teaching in. Further, Victorian rural
schools are more multicultural than ever before, with
increasing numbers of children from low socioeconomic
backgrounds, who are ethnically diverse, and who
speak languages other than English. Many Early Career
teachers surveyed felt that their pre-service course and
education program needed to prepare candidates
more effectively for these diverse and sometimes
challenging educational environments.
The survey data also revealed that Early Career teachers
felt less prepared when it came to “the expectations
of living and working in rural communities, along with
professional engagement with parents and the broader
community, and professional engagement with parents
and the broader community. Building an awareness
and a sense of commitment to rural community settings
is required prior to their appointment. As one Early
Career teacher stated:

“Pre-service teachers need to
be prepared to be engaged in
the community. They need to
realise that they are going into
a rural community and it can be
very small. You can’t hide. I think
that sometimes that’s something
that might be lacking in the
preparation because students
don’t know what to expect if
they’ve always lived in a city or
a larger metropolitan area until
they get out there.”

www.cep.org.au
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Section 3:

Their School Appointment

Figure 10: School locations of survey respondents

School demographics
Survey respondents came from a variety of school
locations (figure 10), school types (eg. Primary,
Secondary, P to 12) and sizes.

www.cep.org.au
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The size of survey respondents’ schools varied greatly
(table 2). However, the average number of Early Career
teachers employed at these schools was between one
and three (with the exception of one school of 17 staff
and six Early Career teachers). Around one third of
respondents are the only Early Career teacher within
their school (table 3).

Country Education Partnership

Section 3: Their School Appointment

Table 2: Number of staff and early career teachers in survey respondents’
schools

Table 3: Number of staff and early career teachers in survey
respondents’ schools

School Sector
All school sectors (including Early Childhood attached
to schools) and regions were asked to invite their
Early Career teachers to respond to the initial Early
Career survey. Each region and Catholic diocese were
represented. However, the majority of respondents
(93.2 per cent) were from the government school sector
(figure 11).

Figure 11: Proportion of respondents by sector of
employment

www.cep.org.au
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Section 3: Their School Appointment

School Type and Year Levels
The majority of respondents are teaching in a primary or
secondary school and are spread across all year levels.
In secondary schools there are fewer teaching years 11
and 12 students than the other year levels. In primary
schools most Early Careers teachers are teaching in the
higher (years 5 and 6) and lower (Prep to year 2) year
levels (figure 12).
Figure 12: Proportion of respondents currently teaching (multiple areas
selected)

Reasons for Working at a Rural or
Remote School
While most survey respondents were looking for a small
community experience when taking up their position
in a rural or remote school, there were also many who
chose this path simply to gain employment.
The ten most common reasons for choosing to
work at a rural or remote school were (figure 14):
• Ability to gain a contract (73 per cent)
• The feeling of accomplishment of working in a small
community (70 per cent)
• Attraction of a rural ambiance (69 per cent)
• Opportunities for real-life (authentic) based
learning (65 per cent)
• Responsibility and freedom to exercise my own
judgement (62 per cent)
• Creativity and ability to be able to implement
personal methods in delivering the curriculum (61
per cent)

Employment Type
Nearly three-quarters (73 per cent) of the respondents
are employed under a full-time or part-time contract
(figure 13). This is a very high proportion of short-term
appointments in rural and remote areas and considered
a major contributing factor to teacher transience and
retention.

• Gaining experience/exposure in a rural education
(60 per cent)
• Ability to gain a permanent position (56 per cent)
• Ability utilisation and the chance to do something
that makes use of my abilities (52 per cent)
• To have the support of mentors and the cluster in a
collegiate community (49 per cent).

Figure 13: Proportion of respondents by employment type

www.cep.org.au
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Section 3: Their School Appointment

Figure 14: Reasons respondents were inspired to work at a rural and/or remote school

In Summary

• Three quarters of all respondents are employed
under a full-time or part-time contract.

In summary:

• A similar proportion reported taking up the position
to get a teaching contract.

• Almost all respondents teach in a Victorian
government school.

• Many were also looking for a rural/small-school
teaching experience.

• Around one third of respondents are the only Early
Career teachers within their school.
• The size of survey respondents’ schools varied
greatly with around one quarter teaching in
relatively large schools of more than 25 staff.
• Most respondents are teaching in a primary or
secondary school and are spread across all year
levels.

www.cep.org.au
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Section 4:

Understanding the Challenges and What Works

The Challenges
Professional isolation
‘Professional isolation’ (Roberts, 2017) is seen as one of
the main disadvantages in attracting teachers to rural
and remote schools and of working in a such settings.
While support for Early Career teachers is of general
concern for the profession, it becomes more crucial in
rural and remote areas due to the high number of these
teachers and often their isolation from friends and
family. As revealed by a number of survey respondents,
they are the only Early Career teacher in their school
or faculty and collegial support requires travelling
long distances. This is creating both professional and
personal anxiety for them, with comments such as:

“I am in a one teacher school
with a principal. We have a
few other staff members but
my access to other people is
very limited. I am lucky my
principal/mentor is fantastic
but there are times when I
need to talk to someone else
but I can’t. There is either no
one appropriate to talk to
or I know that what I say will
get back to my boss.”

“… I went rural due to
the higher possibility of
permanent employment,
however I’ve since
discovered those
opportunities rarely rise at
this school in particular, and
they have just added a new
ongoing staff member, so
that makes me feel worried
for my position and for my
future.”

The first three to six months within a teaching position
are imperative to retaining teachers within their
education settings. If Early Career teachers’ experiences
are not a positive and supported one, it is highly likely
they will look for opportunities elsewhere.
Through the online survey, Early Career teachers
were encouraged to reflect on their first term within
their position and consider the two most significant
challenges they faced over this time. Responses
predominantly fell under three categories:

“I don’t receive much support
for teaching VCE. I am the
only teacher taking my
subject and I have no one
to cross mark with or share
resources.”

www.cep.org.au

Downes and Roberts (2018) state that short-term
contracts continue to be the cause for staffing insecurity,
a disinclination from forming quality relationships and
ultimately affects how Early Career teachers connect to
their school and community (Downes & Roberts, 2018).
This is supported by a respondent’s comment:

i) Multi-age classes
The first challenge identified by rural Early Career
teachers was that they were often required to teach
multi age classes and were often not prepared for
this as part of their teacher education program.
Their practical experiences had also offered little
exposure to this area of teaching.
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Section 4: Understanding the Challenges and What Works

With a growing number of rural and remote schools
becoming P-12 education settings, and numerous
rural schools (especially smaller ones) structuring
their school around multi age groupings, the Early
Career teachers expressed a desire to have greater
coverage of this area within their teacher education
program.
Curriculum delivery in multi-aged classrooms was
also a major issue in the 2010 New Graduate Report
documented by Country Education Partnership. It is
a perennial challenge facing Early Career teachers
in rural and remote schools and has not yet been
addressed.
ii) Behaviour Management
Behaviour management (including trauma and
violent behaviour) and classroom management is
of great concern for rural and remote Early Career
teachers. While it can be stated that these challenges
are not specific to a rural or regional educational
setting, there are certainly attributable reasons
arising out of 2020/2021 (lockdowns and remote
learning in response to COVID-19) including a spike in
social isolation, a decrease in student wellbeing and
learning loss and the resulting increase in ongoing
behavioural and classroom management incidents.
Global studies also suggest that with ongoing
lockdowns, those from disadvantaged backgroundsvi
will suffer further disproportionate disadvantage.
iii) Curriculum Planning
Curriculum (pedagogy and planning) in isolation
and delivering outside of the Early Career teacher’s
area of expertise/training is also a major concern,
with responses including:

“(I am) overwhelmed because I do
not have a team of people to help me
plan any lessons.”
“My biggest challenge was starting to
teach a year 12 subject from day one,
I simply did not have the experience
or training for the position. So I had
no idea what was required or what I
needed to do beyond the basics.”
“Networking with other early career
teachers outside of the school (is a
challenge).”

www.cep.org.au
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Section 4: Understanding the Challenges and What Works

Figure 15: Types of support that are/were effective for a Early Career teacher

What Works
Survey respondents were asked to rate the types
of support that were effective to them as graduate
teachers. The results are shown in figure 15, with
informal supports such as debriefing opportunities,
knowing where to go for help and having an informal
network ranking high on the list of options. The rural
lifestyle and feeling part of a community also rated
highly.

The survey responses highlight the many support
activities provided to Early Career teachers in remote/
rural locations. Generally, this support came from their
school – initially provided by the principal or assistant
principal – and included induction programs, formal
and informal mentoring, and professional development.
Cluster/network and government support programs
were also useful for many respondents, especially those
who were employed within the school who is part of a
local cluster arrangement.
Each of these areas is explored in more detail.

www.cep.org.au
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Section 4: Understanding the Challenges and What Works

School/Network support

The timing of the induction is also crucial with one
Early Career teacher commenting:

1. Induction Programs

“When I began, I was jumping into
the deep end, mid-Term 2, after a
recruited teacher did not start their
contract (to pursue a different job
opportunity elsewhere). This start
meant that I did not have the typical
induction but does not reflect how
well supported I was and still am
in my workplace. I received the
graduate induction the following
year, where I learned some more
aspects of the workplace.”

A solid induction program sets the tone for a teacher’s
personal and professional identity. The importance
of induction programs to support newly recruited
teachers in rural and remote schools cannot be
understated. Further, effective induction should
work to build the skills, knowledge and networks
that teachers require to navigate the practicalities
and complexities associated with rural and remote
schools and act as a catalyst to improving teacher
retention and student outcomes.
Of the 82 respondents to the survey, only three
Early Career teachers did not receive an induction
program from their system (government, Catholic
or independent) that included staff expectations,
values, policies and procedures.
The process of a formal induction varied greatly
from school to school. Most were a one-off activity
generally provided within the first few days of the
teacher’s employment at the school and reflected
more of an orientation than an induction.
The majority of responses in relation to the induction
program was positive. However, over 25 per cent
of the Early Career teachers were not satisfied
with what they received and did not believe it
met their needs. Some believed there was a lack
of understanding by their school as to what an
induction process is and how it should be provided,
stating that the approach undertaken was simply
to be shown through the policy and procedures
manuals and given a tour of the school.

While another stated:

“I have not been given an induction
or allocated a mentor as I have
been technically hired as a part
of the Tutor Learning Initiative. I
am, however, taking five periods
of classroom teaching within each
week on top of my tutoring duties.”
These oversights – primarily due to time constraints
of the employing school staff – can prove to be
costly in terms of staffing, continuity and student
outcomes.

Some respondents highlighted that their principal
also has a teaching load and as a result, induction
was often brief and mentoring support was minimal.
For this reason, graduates felt that their skills were
not developing, particularly in the areas of critical
routines and classroom management.

www.cep.org.au
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Section 4: Understanding the Challenges and What Works

2. Mentors

Comments included:

The majority (80 per cent) of Early Career teachers
were formally allocated a mentor as part of their
school induction program.
The regularity of meetings between Early Career
teachers and their mentor varied from school to
school. A little over half (55 per cent) met with their
mentor at least twice a week (either formally or
informally). The remainder did not regularly meet
with their mentors and there was no formal time set
aside (and therefore no opportunity to meet).
Almost two-thirds (65 per cent) of Early Career
teachers felt that their mentor was thoughtfully
selected specifically to meet their development
needs and the vast majority (80 per cent) believed
that their mentor was effective for them to continue
to develop. A similar number felt that they could
share professional information with their mentor
and that confidentiality would be maintained.
Early Career teachers stressed the importance of
forming productive relationships either with the
principal (particularly those principals with a passion
for teaching and learning) or with a knowledgeable
‘other’ on the staff who were passionate about
contributing to their success.
Three quarters of respondents felt that their mentor
had given them assistance, strategies and support
in the development of appropriate teaching and
learning strategies for their classroom and they were
given some guidance in curriculum and classroom
planning.
Overall, respondents indicated that mentoring
is extremely valuable – especially early in their
teaching position – in providing support and
information, to get to know the school and how it
works, and to have a ‘shoulder to lean on’.

www.cep.org.au
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“I meet every two weeks with my
mentor but can talk to her at any
time.”
“My mentor is fantastic and has
been able to provide support
whenever the need should arise.”
“I have felt very welcome. Staff are
very willing to help. Support is more
informal but I prefer this.”

Several areas Early Career teachers felt what
was lacking in the mentoring process included:
• practical information on managing student
behaviour
• information about the characteristics of their
learners
• knowing about the wellbeing of their students
and how to manage the referral process
• information on how to complete ILPs, SSPs and
learning plans.
Over half of the respondents stated that they wanted
practical advice about how to teach in multi-age
classrooms.

Country Education Partnership

Section 4: Understanding the Challenges and What Works

In the smaller school environment, Early Career
teachers indicated that while their mentor (often
the principal) was supportive, there is sometimes a
conflict when the teacher is seeking VIT registration
and they need other mentors to support the VIT
inquiry project.

3. Informal networks

“I would like to complete my inquiry
project but I’m finding it hard to receive
any support. I have contacted VIT who
were no help. They said if there is not
a mentor teacher available there is
not much they can do. My principal
suggested to get an extension or ask
another school. VIT clarified that I just
need a trained mentor at my panel
meeting. I am therefore thinking that the
teacher I job share could be my mentor
teacher as she has done it before and is
willing to help. I could then then look for
a trained mentor to be on my panel.”

Approximately half of the Early Career
respondents had also arranged their own
informal mentor to assist with their professional
development.
Less than half (46 per cent) were members of
an ongoing network with other Early Career
teachers but most had an informal network
of peers that they could draw upon when they
needed advice.
Overwhelmingly, the Early Career teachers were
enjoying the links with the wider community,
with most feeling very welcomed and valued by
the local community, enjoying the rural lifestyle
and feeling supported by their school. Most
believed that they had an informal network
of peers that they can draw upon when they
needed advice.

The mentor sessions provided the opportunity to
discuss what was happening within the school, any
concerns the Early Career teachers may have, and
advice and guidance on how to go about things.

“I am very well supported at my school
in all aspects aside from class size. I
am teaching a [years] 2/3 class with 26
students, and sometimes I struggle with
this.”
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4. Cluster/Network supports

5. Professional Development

A small proportion (14 per cent) of respondents
indicated that they did not receive a formal induction
and around one-quarter (27 per cent) were not
given an opportunity to be involved in a Cluster/
Network.
The majority of respondents who had the opportunity
to be involved in a government or Diocese-run
induction activity indicated they were extremely
useful and allowed them to form informal networks
and build supports in their local area.
There was strong support amongst Early Career
teachers for an opportunity to be involved in a
regional/diocese/state-wide induction program in
addition to their school-based one. This would allow
them to gain a better understanding of education
trends, policies, regional/diocese priority areas and
provide the opportunity to meet with people and
access resources available through the regional or
diocese office.

a. Initial/current development opportunities
The breadth of professional development
activities that respondents had undertaken
and/or led was extensive with the majority of
activities related to the classroom teaching role.
Most Early Career teachers indicated that they
were informed of professional development
opportunities and encouraged to attend them
(figure 16).
The majority indicated that these professional
development activities occurred at two general
levels – local school provision and cluster or
network level. It was felt that the activities
offered were appropriate for the learning needs
of the teacher development and supported their
teaching role within the school and classroom.

Figure 16: Professional Development questions and responses
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Figure 17: Proportion of respondents who provide whole-school or Cluster leadership in any the following areas (option to select multiple areas)

A notable proportion of Early Career teachers
were encouraged to lead whole school or cluster
responsibilities or professional development
in the areas as indicated above in figure 17.
However, just over half of the respondents (54.1
per cent) indicated that they did not provide
leadership at a school level and approximately
one third (33.8 per cent) at a cluster level.
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b. Ongoing development needs
In response to the question of future professional
development needs there was strong interest
in the following areas (in order of preference
based on the number of EC teachers who ranked
their top five areas for development) (figure 18).
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Figure 18: Ongoing development and professional needs to be an effective teacher in current position, following one term of teaching in
current position (score based on top five areas selected)

Education System Support
i.

Supporting Teachers at Regional and Rural Schools
(STARRS) and Targeted Financial Incentives (TFI)
initiatives
At the inception of the STARRS initiative (2020), the
vision was ‘bridging the equity gap by attracting,
retaining and developing excellent teachers in
hard-to-staff schools (including regional and rural
schools) so that every student has access to high
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quality teaching learning. Some of the graduates
surveyed were employed as part of the STARRS
initiative. STARRS incentivised positions in rural
and regional schools, disadvantaged schools and
certain subject areas to make them more attractive
to quality applicants.
TFI incentives are used to attract teachers along with
on-going support for newly appointed teachers to
integrate them into their school and local community
and to encourage them to stay.
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Local coordinators were a critical resource in
the establishment of STARRS and the TFI teacher
networks and they supported the TFI teacher in the
school, sometimes one-to-one. Local coordinators
also facilitated opportunities for TFI teachers
to connect with other TFI networks beyond the
traditional network lines and strengthened the
ability of TFI teachers to share subject expertise,
share resources and to create stronger links across
schools breaking down their sense of isolation.

Further, the STARRS initiative offers considerable
external motivating incentives for the TFI teachers
such as:

In 2021, it was disheartening to see that the Local
Coordinator’s role was pivoted to one of supporting
networks and principals, at the direct expense of
working and supporting the TFI teachers. Dedicated
time for TFI teaching staff to meet with their mentor,
principal and/or curriculum leader is imperative
for graduate teacher success. However, many of
these hard to staff schools are remote schools with
teaching principals. These principals are already
incredibly busy with the duality of their position,
and do not have any other staff to delegate into
a mentoring role. The following comment by a
teaching principal is illustrative of this point:

• network funding to work collaboratively to
design and implement bespoke solutions to
attract high quality teachers and boost retention
plus the one-off incentive payment of up to
$50,000 (pre-tax) to encourage teachers to
apply for hard-to-staff positions.

“I have to trust my staff that they
are doing the job because I just
don’t have the time to visit their
classes. I neglected my grad
teacher (TFI teacher) so much they
left after a term … it took so long to
get someone … and I tried to give
her the time she needed … but I
couldn’t. I feel guilty about that.”
In 2020, having the local coordinator working directly
with the TFI teachers meant that these teachers
were getting the necessary coaching focusing on
the teacher’s individual and current needs. Also,
the creation of collaborative networks built by the
Local Coordinators (with a focus on the practice of
TFI teachers) created the changes in practice that
many EC teachers are seeking, ultimately improving
outcomes for students in these schools.
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• funding provided to cover relocation expenses
• school welcoming and induction activity funding
• professional development including five days’
CRT coverage funding

As Roberts (2020) comments, incentivising the
profession solely through external motivations
ignores the character of professional practice
– the desire to be able to perform the role
one trained and prepared for. Simply offering
financial incentives that now dominate the 2021
focus of STARR runs the risk of exacerbating
the staffing problem in regional and rural
communities. While there is no continuing
coaching or mentoring program for TFI teachers
(some of whom are graduate teachers) and
without preparation for the specificities of these
communities, teachers remain highly vulnerable
to leaving after their mandated duration of
service is complete or, as in some cases already
documented, leave regardless. To achieve longterm change in these rural schools it is vital to
ensure a better balance of financial incentives
and those that reward professional practice
such as a strong and dedicated mentor other
than the Principal.
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ii. Transforming the First Years of The Teaching Career
Pilot
In 2021, the Victorian Department of Education
and Training (DET) piloted induction supports for
graduate primary school teachers in the North
Eastern Melbourne, Western Melbourne and Inner
Gippsland areas. The pilot was introduced to
support Early Career teachers, leading teachers
and mentors via provision of two by two-year
professional learning programs with one program
commencing in 2021 and another in 2022. The aims
of the program included supporting graduate
teachers to reliably create foundations for ongoing
professional engagement, build practice excellence
and enable system change. The Department’s
induction activities, processes, and programs
for graduate teachers in Victoria are mapped
against the Australian Institute for Teaching and
School Leadership (AITSL) Guidelines. Developing
graduate teachers is one of four reform areas within
the Excellence in Teacher Education (ETE) reforms.
The pilot consists of a structured two-year induction
program that will provide graduate teachers with
time-release and support to focus on preparation
and learning from others, mentoring, and highquality training provided through alliances of
schools.

For example, within Catholic Education Ballarat,
the program operates over a three-year period
and is provided through an integrated program
designed to support graduate induction into the
Ballarat Diocese and the teaching profession, within
the particular context. The program reflects the
partnership between Catholic Education Ballarat
and schools who together support the professional
growth of Early Career teachers.
The integrated program involves a series of faceto-face forums (10 days in total) which includes one
two day residential for those in their first year of
teaching.
Elements of the program presented through these
dedicated days complement formation opportunities
initiated by the school community. Progress through
the years is developmental, based on incremental
learning with the expectation that participants will
commit to all aspects of the program.

iii. Catholic Education Office Early Career Support
The three country Catholic Education Offices
facilitate a range of programs and activities in
supporting their Early Years teachers, and these are
developed in consultation with the schools and Early
Career teachers.
Each Catholic Education Office has developed their
own approach to supporting their Early Career
teachers, but they are generally provided for staff
throughout the first three years of their employment.
As mentioned, the format of the support varies
across the rural offices, but generally follow the
framework of:
• Face-to-face professional development
• Ongoing mentoring both from within the school
and through the Catholic Education Offices
• Facilitating Early Career teacher professional
networks.
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Survey Respondents

school, classroom and community readiness and
those developed by the TERRR network could be
pre-requisite study prior to placement.

• Education sectors work with indigenous and rural
peak bodies to develop specific initiatives to
encourage and support indigenous young people
to undertake education courses. This would include
initiatives to support indigenous Early Career
teachers to take up positions within rural and
remote communities, especially where there is a
significant indigenous population.

○ Tertiary teacher courses to include compulsory
rural/remote practicum elements for preservice
teachers. Such an experience could inspire
graduates to take up such an appointment or
dissuade them from a position for which they
are ill prepared. It is believed that by making
an informed decision newly appointed teachers
will bring a positive attitude and flourish in their
new appointment. Initiatives such as GO RURAL
need to be initiated to help overcome issues of
community isolation.

• Education sectors work with relevant organisations
to develop specific initiatives and mechanisms to
support culturally diverse Early Career Teachers
to undertake teaching positions within rural and
remote communities, to address the changing
demographic in these areas.

○ Country Education Partnership and education
sectors, facilitate discussions with Teacher
Education universities to explore the provision
of information relating to the first few months
within a rural school as part of the final year
teacher training program. For example, the
induction/orientation process and what Early
Career teachers should expect to receive as part
of such a program.

• Country Education Partnership work with
education sectors and governments to explore the
development of incentives that would support rural
and regional young people to undertake Education
university programs on the basis that they return
to a rural or regional community on graduation.
Within this consideration, review the model that
exists within some health and medical university
courses who have a similar model

University Experience
• Teacher Education University programs:
○ Teacher Education universities review their
current course content to explore the provision
of topics including multi-age teaching and
learning, student-centred learning, classroom
and student behaviour management, and
curriculum planning.
○ As part of Teacher Education university
programs, pre-service teacher preparation
has a focus on preparing teachers for life in
rural communities. Resources such as those
developed by the Renewing Rural Regional
Teacher Education Courses project focusing on
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• Practical Experiences

Understanding the Challenges and
What Works

○ State Government to resource the development
of a Rural Educators Agency (“Go Rural
– Education”) as proposed at the 2019
Rural Learning Summit to support stronger
partnerships between teacher education
universities and rural and remote school
partnerships through a brokerage role that
provides preservice teachers with:

• Country Education Partnership to collaborate
with education sectors and the VIT to explore and
pilot a more streamlined, state-wide framework,
specifically developed to support rural Early Career
teachers. For consideration, an external cluster
mentor/coaching model that includes:”:

 an online resource containing a range of
information specific to teaching within a
rural community
 a specific approach to engage metropolitan
preservice teachers to experience rural
education practicums
 a specific focus on involving indigenous
and culturally diverse preservice teachers
to undertake practical experiences within a
rural community

• Country Education Partnership to collaborate
with education sectors and the VIT to explore and
pilot a more streamlined, state-wide framework,
specifically developed to support rural Early Career
teachers. For consideration, an external cluster
mentor/coaching model that includes:

 support to undertake a rural practical
experience including areas such as
accommodation, community involvement,
etc. Utilising the Western Australia model
could be valuable
 information on the teaching opportunities
that exist within rural education settings on
completion of their studies
○ Reexamination of the apprenticeship model be
undertaken in partnership by Teacher Education
Universities, Country Education Partnership, with
a view to engaging graduate teachers in rural/
regional settings.

School Appointments
• Country Education Partnership meet with education
sectors and relevant peak organization to explore
the development of strategies that would support
rural and regional schools to offer greater number
of “ongoing” teaching positions.
• Discussions held between Country Education
Partnership and the Department of Education and
Training, concerning the STARR program and its
intended focus on Early Career teachers and their
needs.
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○ orientation
○ induction
○ mentoring and coaching (including time
expectations and mentor/coach training
requirements at Cluster level) especially in those
rural schools where the Principal has a teaching
commitment
○ VIT registration
○ ongoing professional development and learning.
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○ orientation
○ induction
○ mentoring and coaching (including time
expectations and mentor/coach training
requirements at Cluster level) especially in those
rural schools where the Principal has a teaching
commitment
○ VIT registration
○ ongoing professional development and learning.
• Education sectors undertake an assessment of the
current induction approach ‘Transforming the First
Years of The Teaching Career Pilot’ for Early Career
teachers, especially within smaller rural education
settings, to ensure that it supports the needs and
growth of Early Careers teachers including:
○ reviewing current activity from small rural areas
○ identifying and defining what an effective
induction approach should encompass for
Early Career teachers within rural and regional
settings
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• Country Education Partnership to collaborate with
education sectors, STARR and the VIT to explore
the development of a professional development
approach specific to rural Early Career teachers.
This approach to be based on local clusters/
partnerships and focus on the greatest areas of
need identified by respondents in the survey focus
of this report, namely:
○ Knowing students and how they learn
○ Knowing the content and how to teach it
○ Guidance and implementation of curriculum and
classroom planning for Effective teaching and
learning
○ Discipline based expertise
○ Wellbeing and Engagement
○ Teaching socio-economically Diverse learners
○ Teaching the multi-age levelled classrooms
○ Designing and implementation of curriculum
including moderation and reporting
○ Assessment and the provision of feedback and
reporting on student learning
○ Literacy and numeracy.
• Country Education Partnership investigate the
potential of an online network and webpage to
support Early Career teachers. Such a resource
could provide:
○ Weekly online flipped classroom presentations
providing links with guest presenters based
around the identified areas of need from the
survey
○ Social network component where Early Career
teachers could share issues, ideas and support
one another
○ Promotion of professional development activities
and opportunities available at a local, regional/
diocese, state-wide, or national level
○ Sharing of learning activities and programs
○ Providing links with guest presentations on
identified areas relevant to Early Career
teachers.
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Appendix A: Regional and Rural Early Career Teachers
Survey – questions and number of responses
No. of
responses

Q Question
1.

Where did you grow up?

86

2.

How many years of rural/regional/remote living did you have before teaching in your current school?

86

3.

Are you of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin?

86

4.

Do you identify as coming from a culturally diverse language background?

86

5.

Do you speak any language(s) other than English at home?

86

6.

What is your age group?

86

7.

What is your highest completed educational qualification before working in a rural and/or remote
school?

81

8.

For what level(s) of schooling and subjects did your University study prepare you to teach (eg Primary
– Generalist OR Secondary – English.

81

9.

My university and campus was located in the following area …

81

10. Participation in my pre-teaching service course, and any rural placement practicum I completed,
allowed me to develop knowledge and skills about …

81

11. Were you offered the opportunity to do a rural or country placement?

81

12. Did you complete a rural or country placement?

81

13. Did your rural practicum experience impact on your teaching career placement?

81

14. Years of experience in teaching. I am currently in my first/second/third year.

74

15. I am currently teaching (year levels)

74

16. Please enter the name the suburb /township where your school is located.

73

17. What is your employment type?

74

18. The sector I am employed in, for the majority of time is …

74

19. How many teaching staff are employed in your school/organisation?

74

20. How many new graduates (up to three years of experience) are at your place of Employment?

74

21. Do you provide whole-school or Cluster leadership in any of the following areas?

74

22. Regarding your decision to work at a rural and/or remote school, what inspired you to take up the
position?

74

23. Advice, opportunities and necessary supports – Based on your current position of employment,
indicate on the scale provided how much you agree or disagree that the following types of support
are/were effective for you as a graduate career teacher.

74

24. Identify one area in which you have had the most success as an early career teacher thus far.

65

25. Identify two key challenges you have faced as an early career teacher.

65

26. Where do you see yourself in three years’ time?

65

27. Now that you've been in the teaching profession for one term, please think about your ongoing
development and professional needs to be an effective teacher in your current position.

63
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Endnotes
i
STARRS – Supporting Teachers at Regional and Rural Schools, a Victorian state government
initiative
ii
Roberts on financial incentives states: “What this debate overlooks are the existing, and
perennial, challenges of attracting and retaining teachers in some school contexts and specific
secondary subject areas. These challenges have been addressed through a range of incentives for
pre-service teachers and early career teachers. Generally, they are aimed at attraction to these
‘hard-to-staff’ schools through financial incentives and guaranteed mobility. Retention is similarly
addressed through financial benefits that increase with service, enhanced access to professional
learning and modified employment conditions. However, these have not, to date, significantly had
an impact on the ongoing challenges of staffing these schools.”
iii
The financial incentives provide recipients with an initial payment between $9,000 and
$50,000 (pre-tax) to support eligible Victorian Government schools to attract suitable qualified
teachers to take up hard-to-staff positions. Annual Retention payments of $9,000 (pre-tax) is
paid at the conclusion of the second, third and fourth year of employment and relocation costs for
regional and rural positions are also available.
iv
Support for graduate teachers will include:
• utilising a mentor and classroom cover, resulting in more time to focus on their
professional development and work with their mentor
• expanding the Graduate Teacher Conferences to include second-year graduate teachers,
providing opportunities to develop support networks and learn from other teachers
• helping rural and remote graduate teachers build links and networks with other local
teachers and the wider community
• providing new and specialised professional development
• assisting schools in improving their induction and mentoring programs for graduate
teachers.
• Ten new leading teachers will be placed in pilot areas to assist with the implementation
of the program and work directly with schools and teachers, establishing cross-school
alliances to support the professional learning of mentor and graduate teachers.
v
However, actual teacher recruitment and retention of quality teachers is, and has been for
an extended period, an educational issue of great significance. The costs and significant impact
of these attritions (both financial and the impact on student learning outcomes) should also signal
immediate response.
vi
Disadvantaged backgrounds include students from low socioeconomic communities, rural
and remote communities, Indigenous communities, and those with a disability. In Australia, at the
time of writing this report, school closures now number the fourth time and have been enforced
over a long period. This significant proportion of students from more disadvantaged and therefore
vulnerable backgrounds would likely experience persistent disadvantage through a range of
barriers: long-term educational disengagement, digital exclusion, poor technology management,
and increased psychosocial challenges.
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