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This is one of seven teacher guides in the series ‘Teaching in Remote Australian 
Schools: Enhancing Pre-Service Teacher Education – A Resource Package’. 

TEACHER GUIDE 1

INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this teacher guide is to help 
prepare pre-service teachers to work and live 
in remote Australia.  Specifically, this module 
focuses on the reality that geographical 
remoteness can amplify a range of factors 
that, in turn, can affect the physical, social and 
intellectual development and the characteristics 
of the students.  It is well recognised, for 
example, that factors such as health, well-
being and socio-economic status can impact 
on learning.  It is also well recognised that 
there are significant health and socio-economic 
differentials between many rural and remote 
residents in Australia when compared to their 
urban counter parts (Liaw & Kilpatrick, 2008). 

During the first 10 years of this new millennium 
the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research 
and the Kulunga Research and Training Network 
undertook a major research project titled the 
Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health 
Survey.  The project resulted in the following 
publications (Silburn, et al. 2006; Zubrick,  
et al., 2004, 2005, 2006).  Each volume of  
the findings is accompanied by a summary  
booklet both of which can be found at  
http://www.ichr.uwa.edu.au/waachs/. 

These publications are highly recommended to 
all pre-service teachers and should be essential 
reading for any teacher considering taking up 
an appointment in remote Australia. 

In addition to considering the impact of health 
and socio-economic factors on students 
living in remote locations, this teacher guide 
encourages pre-service teachers to consider 
the impact that geographic isolation and 
demographic factors have on learning.

Baxter, Gray & Hayes, (2011) provide an 
excellent overview of significant differences that 
exist in factors such as family structure, age 
distribution and household type, between urban 
and remote Australia.  Baxter et al., also pose 
a question, “do children’s lives differ according 

to geographic remoteness?” (p.4)  Data shows 
that there are significant differences in the 
way in which children who live in remote 
locations spend their free time, the amount 
of time spent “outside” compared to “inside” 
and engagement in extra curricula activities.  
Parents in remote locations also have different 
expectations about their children’s educational 
attainment and views on the safety and 
desirability of their neighbourhood for their 
children than their urban counterparts.   
Many of the students taught in the remote 
Australian context will be Aboriginal.

There is a danger that this Teacher Guide could, 
at first glance, be seen to reinforce myths and 
stereotypes that some people have about rural 
and remote Australia.  Pre-service students 
are, however, urged to take an evidence-
based approach to understanding remote 
Australian and the educational environment 
to which they will be exposed as teachers.  
Pre-service students must be careful not to 
work from a deficit model when teaching in 
the remote context.  While building a strong 
knowledge base and understanding that 
geographic remoteness can impact on the 
physical, social and intellectual development 
and characteristics of students, pre-service 
teachers interested in working in these 
locations need to begin the task of designing 
teaching sequences using strategies and 
resources that suit the developmental stages 
and characteristics of student groups within 
their remote classrooms.  

In many ways teachers, in remote locations 
have to develop a skill set and knowledge base 
additional to that required by their metropolitan 
counterparts, in much the same way as rural 
doctors and nurses do, to ensure effective 
teaching and learning takes place.  Likewise, 
in the same way that pre-service and graduate 
health professionals rely on those with 
exceptional knowledge and understanding about 
remote health issues to prepare them for working 
in these location, pre-service teachers and 
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graduates need to be able to identify how others 
with deep knowledge about teaching in remote 
schools structure learning to suit the stages of 
development and characteristics of learners.  
The role of effective mentors in geographically 
isolated schools is extremely important.

It is also important for teachers in remote 
locations to realise that while geographical 
remoteness may impact in some way on 
physical, social and intellectual development 
and characteristics of students, students from 
these locations bring many strengths to the 
classroom.  Many of these strengths stem from 
the unique experiences of living in isolated 
locations such as considerable knowledge  
of their local environment and a great sense  
of place.  Tapping into these strengths and 
using them to enhance the teaching and 
learning process is an extremely important  
skill for teachers working in remote locations  
to develop.

OUTCOMES
•• Graduates know and comprehend the 

meaning of remoteness in the Australian 
context and its potential to impact on 
the development and characteristics of 
students.

•• Graduates know and understand that there 
are significant health differentials in rural 
and remote Australia and that the more 
geographically isolated the community, the 
more acute these health differentials are.

•• Graduates can use their knowledge of health 
differentials in remote locations to design 
a teaching sequence using strategies and 
resources that take into account one or more 
health factor that may impact on learning.

•• Graduates recognise and analyse the range 
of socio-economic differentials that exist in 
remote communities.

•• Graduates know and understand that socio-
economic differentials in remote locations 
can impact on the physical, social and 
intellectual development and characteristics 
of students.

•• Graduates can draw conclusions from 
research materials about how geographic 
isolation can impact on the physical, 
social and intellectual development and 
characteristics of students.

•• Graduates design teaching sequences 
using strategies and resources that suit the 
developmental stages and characteristics of 
student groups within the class.

•• Graduates identify how others structure 
learning to suit the stages of development 
and characteristics of learners.

TOPICS

1. Health urban/remote differentials:

•• Infant mortality rates in remote areas are 
almost double those in urban areas. This 
figure is skewed by much higher infant 
mortality rates among Indigenous people. 

•• For non-Indigenous Australians, death rates 
in regional areas are on average 1.1 times 
those of major cities.  In remote areas, this 
rate increases to 1.5.

•• The main causes of death include 
cardiovascular disease, chronic obstructive 
airways disease, injury related to motor 
vehicle accidents and suicide.

•• There is a strong pattern of increasing 
mortality from injury with increasing 
remoteness, particularly for males.

•• Death rates for Indigenous people are 
higher than those of non-Indigenous people, 
regardless of location, and death rates 
increase with increasing remoteness.

•• Indigenous Australians more often live 
in remote areas with poor public health 
infrastructure and substandard living 
conditions.  As a result, indigenous 
Australians suffer higher rates of diabetes, 
cardiovascular disease, respiratory 
disease, end-stage renal disease, cancer, 
sexually transmitted disease and other 
communicable diseases than non-
Indigenous Australians. 

•• High rates of suicide, smoking, abuse of 
alcohol and other substances, together  
with injury as a result of domestic and  
other violence contribute further to 
increased morbidity and mortality in  
remote communities.

Reference: Liaw, S., & Kilpatrick, S. (2008)  
A textbook of Australian rural health.  
Australian Rural Health Network, Canberra.

2. Socio-economic differentials:

•• Poor housing.

•• Limited experience and exposure to 
education (in some Indigenous cases only 
first or second generation involvement in 
education).

•• Limited exposure to reading, writing and 
other education/learning building blocks 
prior to ‘formal’ education (i.e. in the 0- 
3-4years).

•• Lower education expectations and 
aspirations.

•• Limited funds to spend on education items 
that might support teaching and learning 
(e.g. books, ‘educational’ toys) along with 
the lack of understanding of the role of 
parents in the learning process.

NB: A demographic shift is taking place in 
some rural communities as some people 
relocate from urban to rural seeking cheaper 
accommodation.
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3. Geographic isolation:

•• Limited access to a range of education 
support services (e.g. speech pathologists, 
education psychologists).

•• Limited access to a range of health services 
(as above).

•• Limited access to a range of community 
services that support teaching and learning 
(e.g. public / community libraries, youth 
groups and activities, a range of sporting 
facilities and opportunities.

•• Limited access to ICT infrastructure at 
school, in the community and at home.

•• Limited access to career advice.

•• Limited access and exposure to ‘education’ 
role models. 

•• Limited exposure to the world beyond  
the remote community.

4. Small populations:

•• Limited role models.

•• Small size classes.

•• Limited exposure to the link between 
education and work / employment.

•• Small or no economic base for the 
community.

5. Cultural:

Refer to Aboriginal Education Units available  
at your university.  

TASKS
Select one or two factors that impact on the 
physical, social and intellectual development 
and characteristics of students (e.g. health, 
low socio-economics etc.). Refine the factors 

into specific issues (for example otitis media). 
What strategies could/would you employ in 
the classroom to overcome these learning 
impediments?

You have been posted to a remote school.  
What processes/strategies would you put  
in place before and on arrival at the school  
to build your knowledge and understanding  
of the physical, social and intellectual 
development and characteristics of students  
in that school/community?

Design a two week teaching and learning 
program in either literacy or numeracy that 
incorporates a range of strategies to improve 
student engagement and learning outcomes.  
Consider the different developmental stages 
and characteristics of the students within  
the class. 

What resources are available to aid teachers 
with students from different developmental 
stages and/or characteristics in a remote 
context?

Based on your research about remote locations 
and especially students living and learning in 
those locations:

•• List a range of strengths these students 
might bring to the classroom.

•• How might you capitalise on these strengths 
in your teaching and learning program for 
these students?

Acting on the advice provided by the What 
Works site http://www.whatworks.edu.au/
dbAction.do?cmd=displaySitePage1&subcm
d=select&id=516, develop a physical activity 
program with cross curriculum links to reinforce 
the health and well-being of students.
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