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Workforce shortages in the education sector have reached crisis levels, particularly in
regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities. While teacher attrition is the subject of
much critical research and public debate, understanding the reasons teachers remain in these
communities is less frequently explored. Our phenomenological study, based on interviews
with 21 teachers from six RRR schools in Western Australia, reveals that the merging of
personal and professional identities fosters a sense of validation and belonging. The
profound impact of strong bonds with colleagues, students, and their families significantly
enriches these teachers’ lives and is a key reason for their decision to stay.

Introduction

A student came to my house one day and said, ““A bull stole by bike.” I said, “What do you
mean?” He goes, “I was just riding really nicely, and this bull charged at me and I had to
jump off my bike and run away.” We got in my car and found this bull that was still sitting
on the student’s bike. The bull darted out the way, and then the student jumped out of my
cat, got on his bike and pedalled away. (Teacher 13)

Wonderful stories like this arise from teachers in regional, rural and remote (RRR) areas who
have built strong relationships with students, their families, and communities. However,
many teachers in RRR areas leave before developing these connections and a sense of
belonging. Globally, attracting and retaining teachers in RRR schools has been a persistent
and pressing concern (Bradley et al., 2020; Evans & Acosta, 2023; Thiele et al., 2023). This is
particularly prevalent in Australia due to its vast geographical size, dispersed population,
challenges in accessing resources and services (Halsey, 2018) and recent demographic trends
in RRR population growth (Harris et al, 2024). These factors create distinct issues in teacher
recruitment, retention, and equitable access to quality education, which are often less
pronounced in smaller or more densely populated nations (Harris et al., 2024; Monk, 2007).
Researchers have urged for a national approach to address RRR challenges (Hudson et al.,
2020; Roberts & Fuqua, 2021) and bespoke policy developed with a RRR lens focusing on
the needs of these schools and communities (Herbert, 2020; Hudson & Hudson, 2019). This
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is important given that schools are central to the regenerative process in RRR towns and as
such play a key role in their long-term sustainability (Bradley et al., 2020).

Yet, despite a host of Government initiatives, the shortage of teachers in RRR schools has
reached a crisis level (Clare, 2022; Department Education Western Australia, 2022; Eacott,
2024). In Australia, schools are classified according to the Awstralian Statistical Geography
Standard (ABS, 2023; ACARA, 2023), ranging from major cities through to remote locations,
based on distance, population density and access to services (Roberts et al., 2022). Non-
metropolitan schools are often categorised under the acronym, RRR, which encompasses all
regions that are not classified as metropolitan (Roberts et al., 2022). In some RRR towns,
schools have temporarily closed due to a lack of teaching staff. Approximately 45 percent of
Australia’s schools are located in RRR areas, educating about one million students—
constituting a quarter of the nation’s school-going population (ABS, 2023). The Australian
Government’s Independent review into  regional, rural and remote education (Halsey, 2018)
underscored the need to attract and retain teachers and school leaders in these communities
to ensure students receive the best possible start to their education. Measures to increase
recruitment have included financial incentives and alternative pathways into initial teacher
education (AITSL, 2020; Darling-Hammond et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2024).

Our research into the experiences of teachers in RRR schools uncovered numerous
challenges that often lead to teachers relocating to metropolitan areas or leaving the
profession altogether. Key reasons for leaving RRR teaching positions included limited access
to childcare, feelings of isolation, and trauma from violence and suicide within the
community. These findings align with themes from previous studies on teaching and attrition
in RRR communities (Downes & Roberts, 2018; Hudson et al., 2020; Jenkins et al., 2015).
However, we also identified data from teachers who, despite these challenges, found a strong
sense of belonging and saw many benefits from staying in their RRR towns. It is this focus
we wish to share, and in doing so, we challenge the prevailing deficit narratives and
perceptions of rural places, people, and education that often negatively impacts rural
communities (Schafft, 2016; Tran et al., 2020).

While many studies focus on teacher attrition in RRR schools, less research focuses on why
teachers stay. As Day and Gu (2009) cautioned, research should focus on what keeps a
teacher committed rather than merely on externally assessable losses. Our research responds
to this caution, highlighting the sense of belonging, bonds and deep connections to
colleagues, students, and their families as integral reasons for living and working in RRR
settings.

Our phenomenological qualitative research project involving 21 teachers from six different
schools in a remote mining town uncovered four key researcher-designated themes: (1) RRR
without family; (2) RRR with family; (3) Connections to students and their families; and (4)
Connections to colleagues and leadership. Through an exploration of these teachers’ stories,
our research provides a timely reminder of the power of connections and belonging that can

help teachers cope with challenges and decrease the likelihood of leaving the profession
(Allen, 2020; Day and Gu, 2009).
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The conceptual terrain

Students living in RRR areas deserve high-quality education equivalent to students in urban
areas; however, student outcomes are lagging for those living in rural and remote
communities (Bradley et al., 2020; Sullivan et al., 2018; Thiele et al., 2023). A significant
contributing factor to this inequity is the high turnover of teaching staff affecting educational
continuity, which is detrimental to student outcomes (Burke & Buchanan, 2022; Rennie et al.,
2018). Seminal research conducted by Roberts (2004) and Sharplin (2002) highlighted
challenges faced in RRR schools including high attrition of teachers, younger/inexpetienced
teachers and leadership, as well as teachers working outside their area of expertise. Decades
of research, public debate and a wide range of national initiatives have tried to address the
retention of teachers in rural and remote schools (Downes & Roberts, 2018; Roberts, 2004;
Sharplin, 2002). Yet, despite these efforts, the challenge of retaining teachers in RRR
locations remains a national concern and a vast number of communities and schools are now
in crisis (Clare, 2022; 2023; Department Education Western Australia, 2022; Eacott, 2024).

Challenges for RRR schools

Researchers agree that teaching is one of the most complex and stressful professions,
regardless of career stage (Beames et al., 2021; Chen, 2021; Gray et al., 2023). For teachers in
RRR communities, these challenges can be intensified by factors such as social isolation,
limited access to professional development, multi-age classes, and a lack of privacy (Downes
& Roberts, 2018; Hudson et al., 2020; Jenkins et al., 2015). Lassig and colleagues (2015)
found that a lack of cultural activities and health facilities, long-distance travel, limited
educational opportunities for children, and insufficient employment opportunities for
spouses, contributed to teacher attrition. Other factors include the desire to return home,
professional advancement, dissatisfaction with teaching or living in rural areas, and
inadequate incentives (Hazel & McCallum, 2016; Lassig et al., 2015). Consequently, teachers
often stay in these positions for only three to four years (Buchanan et al., 2013; Ingersoll et
al., 2018; Willis et al., 2017).

Challenges for RRR teachers

A significant challenge experienced by teachers in RRR settings, centres around fitting in and
adapting to rural life in both a professional and personal capacity (Downes & Roberts, 2018;
Haynes & Miller, 2016; Hazel & McCallum, 2016). This includes difficulties establishing new
relationships (Haynes & Miller, 2016; Hazel & McCallum, 2016), feeling lonely and isolated
(Haynes & Miller, 2016; Hazel & McCallum, 2016; Jenkins et al., 2015) and experiencing a
lack of privacy (Haynes & Miller, 2016; Lassig et al., 2015). These issues are inevitable to
some degree given the low population and geographical spread of rural communities.

Fitting into a community is complex and previous research has highlighted an element of
mistrust between rural communities and urban-centred and trained teachers (Helge 1984,
Mclntosh, 1989). Mclntosh (1989, p. 28) noted, “since there is evidence that many rural
communities are often closed to outsiders, those on the inside must ensure that the newly
arrived teachers are not closed out.”” A complicating factor around fitting in is the often-
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unwritten cultural norms in RRR settings. Carlson (1990) referred to this as socio-cultural
dislocation, stating:

Rural communities have cultures that often prescribe the behaviour of residents, perhaps
notably the behaviour of educators. ... (These) perceptions are more difficult to measure but
are keenly felt: Verbal communications substitute for written communications; validity of
information is based on who said it; social relations are more tightly knit and people are
known as individuals; small town society is more integrated with individuals performing
multiple roles; values of rural communities are traditional and centred on the family. (p. 56)

Indeed, the notion of socio-cultural dislocation is consistently cited throughout the literature
as a fundamental barrier for the retention of teachers (Attard, 2023; Chernukha et al., 2021).
Seelig and McCabe (2021) suggested that welcoming new teachers into community groups
such as repertoire and sporting clubs is beneficial to building belonging. Furthermore, pairing
teachers up with community members and arranging an informal mentor relationship helps
to bridge dislocation and build a rural sense of belonging.

While a review of research reveals an emphasis on understanding the plight of teachers in
RRR settings and reasons for leaving, Handal and colleagues (2018) cited several advantages
of living and working in a RRR community such as a healthier, quieter, safer lifestyle with a
smaller and more caring community, as well as open spaces and a good place to raise
children. Lifestyle and community have been a recurrent theme in the literature (Jenkins et
al., 2015; Lassig et al., 2015). Opportunities for professional growth (Hazel & McCallum,
2016; Jenkins et al., 2015) and the perception of good support from school leadership (White,
2021; White et al., 2009) are also cited in the literature as benefits of living and working in
RRR communities. Moreover, exposure to comfortable community environments (Thiele et
al., 2023) and connectedness to a community (Kline et al., 2013; Thiele et al., 2023) were
found by researchers to be a reason for staying in RRR communities. Indeed, social
connection is widely identified in other occupational studies (Prout et al.,, 2019; Vaillant,
1977, 2000; Waldinger, 2010) and has a significant role to play in helping teachers navigate
challenges and maintain their enthusiasm (Gray et al., 2019; Prout et al., 2019). As researchers
suggest, these positive reasons need to be highlighted to attract more teachers to work in a
RRR setting (Jenkins et al., 2015; Hudson et al., 2020; Lyons et al., 2000).

Olsen and colleagues (2022) described the rural sense of belonging that some pre-service
teachers experienced during their professional experience, leading to an effective response
toward ruralities. A sense of belonging is central to what makes us human (Allen et al., 2021;
Slavich, 2020) and a connection to place can significantly influence life decisions (Strayhorn,
2018). Belonging has long been regarded as a fundamental human need (Brendtro, 2008;
Maslow, 1962), and research highlights the critical interplay between safety and belonging in
schools, essential for students to learn and thrive (Egeberg et al.,, 2020; Longaretti, 2020).
When individuals experience belonging and connection to a school, class, group, or teacher,
they feel a heightened sense of acceptance, support, and validation (Osterman, 2000). The
psychological experience of belonging involves "acceptance, authenticity, and finding
community as one’s true self, just as you are" (Strayhorn, 2018, p. 39). This sense of
belonging can reduce uncertainty and provide a sense of security and safety (Allen et al.,
2021).
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Teachers who work within a supportive and nurturing community, and have friends and
colleagues to lean on, are in the best position to grow professionally (Karnopp & Bjorklund,
2022). Feeling a sense of belonging to their school helps teachers mitigate negative emotions
and improve their well-being (Allen, 2022). This sense of belonging is especially important
during times of transition, such as starting a new job (Filstad et al., 2019) or, as in this
research, settling into a new school community (Barnatt et al., 2017). A sense of belonging in
the workplace enhances self-efficacy and psychological safety (Waller, 2020).

Importantly, researchers highlight that it takes time to become accepted as part of an RRR
community and a teacher’s ability to adjust to rural teaching is strengthened by having a
positive attitude. In other words, they are more likely to adapt successfully to a rural teaching
position with patience, and positive emotions such as happiness and enjoyment (Hazel &
McCallum, 2016). Additional factors conducive to adapting and working successfully in RRR
schools are suitable exposure and preparation within initial teacher education.

RRR and initial teacher education

A review of the literature on preparing teachers for regional, rural and remote (RRR) schools
reveals a persistent and well-documented lack of effective preparation (Anderson et al., 2019;
Roberts et al., 2022; Shikalepo, 2020). Initial teacher education (ITE) courses rarely address
issues related to rural lifestyles such as becoming part of a community and developing a sense
of rural belonging. Neglecting these issues has resulted in graduate teachers who are
unprepared for the unique social and professional challenges in these contexts (Harris et al.,
2024; Shikalepo, 2020; Thiele et al., 2023). A longitudinal study of Australian ITE institutions
found that none included a mandatory course specifically aimed at preparing pre-service
teachers for rural or remote communities (Roberts et al., 2022). This highlights a significant
gap between policy-level concern and practice, underscoring the need for effective
partnerships between ITE institutions, educational systems, sectors, and communities
(Barnes et al., 2024; Harris et al., 2024; Roberts et al., 2022).

While some ITE providers, in collaboration with education departments, offer rural
professional experiences for pre-service teachers (Halsey, 2018; Thiele et al., 2023; Young et
al., 2018), these programs are often poorly planned and delivered (AITSL, 2021; Anderson et
al., 2019; Rennie et al., 2018). Moreover, they are resource-intensive and costly (Department
of Education, 2023; Grant-Smith et al, 2018; Halsey, 2018). Professional experience is
already a stressful time for pre-service teachers, and RRR placements add additional stresses
such as social isolation, adjustment difficulties, and limited professional support networks
(Jenkins & Cornish, 2015). However, these experiences warrant further investigation as they
have been shown to increase the likelihood of graduates taking positions in RRR areas
(AITSL, 2020; Bradley et al., 2020; Thiele et al., 2023).

Methods

Our research project took place in 2022-2023 and involved semi-structured interviews with
21 teachers from six different schools in the remote mining town, Port Hedland. Of the
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participants, 19 were female and two were male. The average age was M=25, and came from
a range of cultural backgrounds, including one Indigenous Australian. Individual and small
group interviews were conducted in Port Hedland and lasted from 45 minutes to 90 minutes.
One participant was a deputy principal, one participant was a secondary school teacher, and
one participant worked in the School of the Air, an online education service that provides
schooling to remote locations. Seventeen participants were primary school teachers. One
participant was a pre-service teacher completing professional experience in the town.
Participants ranged in teaching experience from being in their first or second year of teaching
through to those with twenty years’ experience. Most participants had experience teaching in
metropolitan schools before coming to this town. All participants were eager to share their
insights and stories about their experiences living and working in RRR schools.

Interview transcripts were manually transcribed verbatim from an audio recording by a
professional transcriber. Thematic analysis of interview transcripts was conducted by the
research team and modelled after the phasic process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022) and
engaged several forms of elemental qualitative coding described by Saldana (2021). Overall
analysis was conducted in three phases: generating codes, searching for themes, and
reviewing themes. Interview transcripts were uploaded to NI, and first cycle coding was
undertaken. The elemental method of qualitative data was followed when conducting first
cycle coding, with a priori codes providing initial coding categories within which to highlight
similarities, differences, and patterns in data. Where patterns were found, authentic phrases
and reflective nouns were used to name codes, in accordance with N7 and descriptive
coding methods. Focused thematic coding was undertaken for the second and final cycle of
coding, with code categories closely examined for patterns of salience, inconsistency,
relativity and affect. Relationships between codes and the wider research aims were
considered as codes and were collapsed or expanded to form main and sub-themes. Where
possible, in keeping with both N177v0 and descriptive coding methods, authentic phrases and
reflective nouns were retained as theme labels.

Findings

The specialised knowledge foundations of teacher-participants are presented through
narrative vignettes which blend the academic and theoretical understandings with personal
background and practical experiences (Clandinin, 1985). Four themes emerged from the
research in relation to the benefits of living and teaching in RRR settings, namely: (1) RRR
without family; (2) RRR with family; (3) Connections to students and their families; and (4)
Connections to colleagues and leadership.

RRR without family
My family is the family I've chosen here (Teacher 4)

Thirteen of the 21 participants described themselves as being single and without family
members living in their RRR community. While bouts of loneliness and homesickness were
inevitable for these teachers, the profound sense of supportt, friendship and community was
strong and helped mitigate these challenges. Further, the rural lifestyle became preferrable to
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living in the city. In other words, the benefits of rural living outweighed the limitations. As
Teacher 19 noted, “It’s not for everyone. But for me, a 25-year-old single female up here by
myself, to have that close-knit circle of friends and support, is everything.” Teachers were
particularly appreciative of their new friends reaching out when needed such as during times
of sickness. Teacher 14 said, “When I got sick, I missed my family, but my friends were so
supportive and looked after me the whole time. They treated me like family. I wasn't on my
own.” Another teacher highlighted the close-knit nature of RRR teaching communities:

Teaching in a rural town, you have an instant bunch of friends. You don't have to go
looking for people to spend time with outside of work. Those of us that don’t have family
up here are in the same boat. We look out for each other. (Teacher 2)

The importance of “looking out for each othetr” was a recurrent theme that emerged through
p g Ot ther : 8 g
participants’ experiences of living and working in RRR settings. One teacher explained:

Everyone's here together. So if you need a hand, just sing out. Everyone does sort of a
welfare check, “How ate you doing? Are you getting out and about?” That's the hardest
thing for teachers when they live and work in a small town or region. They miss all the
shops and the restaurants and their mates. (Teacher 7)

While friends and support within the school community was apparent, so were the
friendships and connections made in the wider community. These expanded connections
enabled a heightened sense of belongingness. As Teacher 9 explained, “I've joined all the
sporting committees over the years, I've been on council, I'm a volunteer ambo, so I'm
entrenched in the community now. This is home.” Another teacher recounted:

When I was in Perth, I felt a bit lost, a bit all over the place. And I came here, and I was,
like, “Oh, I don’t want to go.” And the people are more approachable and kinder, and they
want to shate, they want to help me. It's homey. (Teacher 21)

For some teachers, traveling back to their respective city homes to visit family and friends
reinforced the connections they had developed in their RRR community. The shift towards
rural belonginess was most apparent in their reconceptualisation of home. Teacher 4 said,
“When I went back to the city, I thought “That's not home.” Like, I see my family and I love
them, but my home and my family I've chosen to surround myself with is here.” Another
teacher described it this way:

I went back to Adelaide in 2018 for the year, just because all my family live there, also 1
needed a bit of perspective. I hated every minute of it and couldn't wait to get back. It was
what I needed to do. My family is the family I've chosen here, and these kids become so
much of me. The community and the families and ... I just love it. (Teacher 20)

Evident in these teachers’ reflections were the social benefits, and, in most cases, the sense of
belonging experienced while being away from their family. Next, we explore the experiences
of teachers living in RRR communities with a young family.
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RRR with family
Some of the students call my baby their sister. It makes me feel proud. (Teacher 16)

Eight of the teachers described their experiences of having a family with them in their RRR
town. Teacher 10 explained, “the demographic here means that I'm surrounded with like-
minded people — lots of quite young or new parents. We’re here for similar reasons and enjoy
similar hobbies and interests.” Another teacher said, “I've got a four-year-old, so having
young kids, I've made heaps of friends in six months that also have young kids, we’re always
doing stuff with other mums on the weekend” (Teacher 22).

For these teacher-mothers, rather than feeling excluded, or that their children were not
wanted at social events, the opposite occurred. Teacher 1 recalled:

I love that around here is so inclusive of bringing children to things. No matter what we do,
our kids are a part of it. It's not like they're stuck in a corner and not seen or heard. All the
places that we go — the pub, friends’ houses for barbecues, school events, we bring our kids.
Completely different to how things were back in Ireland!

In fact, these teacher-mothers described their perceptions of belonging using the metaphor
of a “package deal”. Teacher 18 said, “teaching and living here as a family means we’re a
package deal. It’s very integrated. When we go out for dinner, we have students who babysit
our kids. It’s nice. It's a community.” The metaphor of a “package deal” encapsulates the
highs and lows of life in RRR communities that was highlighted by six teacher-mother
participants. This was expressed in the words of Teacher 13 when she stated, “the number of
times I've been to funerals is ridiculous. People expect us to be there. I even bring my kids
with me.” Another teacher explained:

My kids play in a basketball competition. After the games, we have heaps of kids around at
our house. We'll see them at the shops and they’ll say, “Hi, Miss, how’re you doing?”” and
we'll have a bit of a chat as we walk down the street. They’ll come up and give me hugs.
They'll tell me what they're doing. So yeah, it's really nice. (Teacher 14)

For these teachers and their respective families, the strong connections developed to the
children in their town was most apparent. Teacher 17 said, “there's a real sense of belonging
here. The students like to know we’re here for them.” Another teacher recalled:

One of the hardest times was when one of our gitls in pre-primary was diagnosed with
cancer. She passed away when she was ten. And the way our community came together for
her and her family was just amazing. Sorry [crying], she was beautiful. She was the same age
as my son. (Teacher 3)

Being a “package deal” in the community was captured by some participants as being
“treated like family” (Teacher 3). For these teachers, the relationships they had built and
sustained throughout their time living and working in the community was a reminder of the
difference they had made to the lives of their students. Teacher 5 explained,
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Even though we’re their primary school teachers, they treat us like family. They come up to
me in the shops, “Hi, Miss,” and give me a big hug. Past students, big 21-year-olds, still give
me a hug and say hi to my daughter. It makes me feel like I did something right.

While teacher-mothers enjoyed the social benefits of living and working in a RRR community
with their family, they also agreed that being a “package deal” had afforded opportunities to
forge deeper connections with their students and their families.

RRR and student connections

So I went to their home and dropped off their cooking... it gives a big insight into what
their family life is like. (Teacher 21)

Teachers participating in this research discussed at length the connections they developed
with their students. For some teachers, their connections saw them welcomed into the family
home and/or family activities. As Teacher 11 said:

We have great connections with our students too, and their families. I've got this student in
my extension class who is very outdoorsy. He really struggles to focus and stay on task but
will talk to me all the time about travelling and camping and adventure. I've been invited out
on his family's boat trips.

Gaining a deeper understanding of the personal life circumstances of their students was
perceived by teachers as being beneficial to teaching their students effectively. One teacher
explained the uniqueness of the remote school in which she worked:

Being at a remote school is incredible. You really get a sense of relationships and people's
families. Personal relationships are really important. There is no mobile phone service in the
community. The school has a phone, so the parents are allowed to come to school and use
the phone. There’s no other services in the community — no post office or Centrelink.
(Teacher 12)

Another teacher emphasised the importance of personal contact with parents and carers
when she said:

When I need to contact a parent, I take their kid home, and I meet with the parent, in their
house and have a coffee and chat to Mum and Dad or Nana, or whoever it is. I have really
good relationships with the families. (Teacher 15)

It is evident that teachers living and working in RRR communities extended their care and
support of their students beyond school hours and the school grounds. These deep
connections with students and their families, while at times unconventional, was an integral
and most rewarding part of their job. As Teacher 21 expressed:

It’s important for us [as teachers] to understand the context of our kids — why and how they
come to school, why they swear, or why they don’t have lunch, or why they're angry. Two of
my students got suspended today. We’d been doing some cooking, and they didn’t get to
take their food home. So I went to their home and dropped off their cooking ... it gives a
big insight into what their family life is like.
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The teachers in our research understood the vital role they played in the lives of their
students in conjunction with the need for continuity. This was encapsulated by a teacher
when she explained:

It’s important for teachers to stay in these towns, to build connections and relationships
with the kids. I've seen great progress during my time here. Kids are now coming to class
and being punctual and wanting to help me. I’ve really built some strong relationships with
these kids.

Another teacher noted, “Students worty we’re going to leave. “Who's gonna do choir with us
and who's gonna ...”. The kids and parents like us to be a real part of the community.”

Relationships with colleagues and school leadership

There’s a real family feel to our teaching community. (Teacher 5)

Seventeen teacher-participants spoke fondly of their colleagues and the support they
provided each other both within and after school hours. Resonating through their reflections
was a shared sense of understanding and commonality. Teacher 1 explained, “There's always
someone who will understand what you’re going through. We feel like we’re all on the same
level somehow because we’ve come here for something, and we miss home and our families.
Yeah, everyone relates.” Another teacher said, “You just find your people. The people who
you’re like-minded with. They come from everywhere.” (Teacher 15)

Participants highlighted the welcoming and nurturing aspects of their school community,
particularly from colleagues who had been in the school for a longer period of time. Some
teachers referred to their colleagues as their “family” and emphasised the strong bonds
formed. Teacher 5 explained it this way:

The teaching community is strong. A lot of people up here are away from their family and
so everyone's pretty social. So I feel like my staff are my main group of friends. Even though
I’m the newbie and they’ve been here for a while, they’re very welcoming. There’s a real
family feel to our teaching community.

Additionally, living and working in a RRR community saw teachers develop closer
relationships with their school leadership. Some teachers recalled having not spoken directly
to their principals when working in metropolitan schools, and yet in their RRR school, a
more personal and supportive relationship was developed. Teacher 3 said, “Up here, being a
close-knit sort of community, we get a lot more support than working in the city. My
principal knows me personally.” Another teacher, who lived next door to her school’s
principal, joyously recalled the day she faced a bull in her yard:

One day, I'm out hanging washing, been there a couple of months, and I turn around and
there's this big bull that has just jumped right behind me in my yard and he’s just staring at
me because he wants the grass. I screamed so loud, and I jumped the fence into my
principal’s yard, and I was, like, “There's a bull in my yard, what do I do?”” He hands me a
cap gun with rubber bullets in it and says, “Just go and shoot it a couple of times and it will
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jump out and it won't come back anymore,” and I was like, ““You can’t be setious.” He was
serious. I went and I did it. I popped it twice, and then it just stomped out. Can you imagine
it! (Teacher 15)

Stories and fond reminiscences such as these were common amongst participants, revealing
their unique and often humorous experiences. Their sense of camaraderie and empathy was
apparent, and although their schools were, at times, challenging places to work, they were
“there for each other.” This was illustrated by Teacher 13 when she reflected:

You will never meet a nicer bunch of people than here. For me, it's always been a very
welcoming place. We’re all in the same boat and we don’t have that competitiveness.
Whereas in the city, it feels like people are in it for themselves. But here, everyone's
struggling [laughs] everyone’s, like, we've got you, we've got this together.

Discussion

The role of a teacher in an RRR community can be markedly different to that of teachers in
urban centres (Downes & Roberts, 2018; Kelly & Fogarty, 2015). The opening vignette in
this article describing the bull sitting on a student’s bike is one such example of the diverse
and unique ways teachers live and work in RRR communities. These insights reveal the
interplay between teachers' unique contributions, and their sense of purpose, validation, and
belonging in their RRR schools and communities (Waller, 2020). In other words, the
contributions these teachers make to their local communities boost their feelings of efficacy
and competence, which reciprocally reinforce belonging (Filstad et al., 2019; Waller, 2020).

Notably, these teachers are deeply committed to making a positive difference to the lives of
their students. They reach out and involve the wider family and support networks of their
students. This may see them working outside of school grounds, going into students” homes,
and working after school hours. In doing so, they prioritise building relationships,
considering them an integral and invaluable aspect of their teaching roles (Filstad et al., 2019).
The teachers in this research project felt competent, valued, and needed, which enhanced
their sense of belonging (Allen et al., 2021; McCallum & Hazel, 2016). This reciprocal
relationship benefits students as well. When teachers are embedded in the community and
experience a heightened sense of belonging and validation, it directly improves students'
academic and social outcomes (Egeberg et al., 2020; Longaretti, 2020; Osterman, 2000).

Evident in this research was the participants’ willingness to be vulnerable and step into the
unknown to experience a very different life, a life that often blurs the boundaries between the
professional and personal. Through their vulnerability, we have witnessed the resilience and
personal growth these teachers have made (Brown, 2017; Kelly & Fogarty, 2015), as well as
the new connections and friendships that have enriched their lives (Gray et al., 2019; Prout et
al., 2019). The teachers interviewed in this research also exhibited patience, optimism and
positive emotions — traits most conducive to the ability to adapt to RRR settings (Hazel &
McCallum, 2016, Kelly & Fogarty, 2015).

Consistent with previous research, we have seen that a RRR lifestyle has been valuable for
teachers, particularly being a part of a smaller and more caring community (Jenkins et al.,
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2015; Lassig et al., 2015; Thiele et al., 2023). Our research adds nuance by highlighting unique
benefits for teachers living in RRR communities with or without their families. Teachers
without families valued their new friends and colleagues, often viewing them as family. Some
even felt more connected to their RRR friends than those in their hometowns. Teachers with
families appreciated being seen as a “package deal” and the integration of their children into
the community. They valued the welcoming environment and the blending of professional
and personal lives, which enhanced their sense of belonging. This was a particularly
interesting finding considering previous research identifying that a key issue for teachers in an
RRR community is managing their visibility within the community (Downes & Roberts,
2018; Hayne & Miller, 2016).

Our research suggests that teachers who have merged their personal and professional
identities and developed connections with students and their families have enhanced their
transition to a sense of rural belongingness (Seelig & McCabe, 2021). This is important
because research shows that teachers’ sense of belonging to their community, directly
correlates to students’ sense of belonging (Allen, 2020). While previous studies have
highlighted the mistrust towards urban trained teachers from rural communities (Helge, 1984;
Lunn, 1997; Mclntosh, 1989), the present study has revealed the welcoming communities in
which these teachers work. Indeed, the kindness extended by community members and their
willingness to invite teachers into their homes and other community events was most
apparent and integral to these teachers fitting in and flourishing (Clandinin et al., 2015; Seelig
& McCabe, 2021).

While some studies have highlighted the difficulties teachers experience living so close to
other staff members (Lassig et al., 2015; Lock et al, 2009), this research revealed that
relationships with colleagues was an important source of trust and social interaction,
particularly for new teachers. Our participants have shown how through working collectively,
learning from each other, and negotiating challenges together, they develop a sense of
belonging (Filstad et al., 2019; Karnopp & Bjorklund, 2022; Pesonen et al., 2021). This in
turn led to increased commitment and enthusiasm to stay in the RRR community (Barnatt et
al., 2017; Waller, 2020).

These findings enrich the scholarly understanding of the professional and personal lives of
teachers in RRR settings, providing valuable insights into the significance of connections and
belonging for thriving (Allen, 2020; Allen et al., 2021; Slavich, 2020). When teachers
experience a strong sense of belonging within their schools and communities, they receive
crucial support in navigating challenges such as socio-cultural dislocation (Attard, 2023;
Chernukha et al., 2021). The teachers in our research have shown how their experience of
belongingness helped alleviate feelings of anxiety and uncertainty, fostering a sense of
significance and purpose (Allen, 2020).

Given the potential benefits of belongingness for RRR teachers, our study offers implications
for the long-term sustainability of RRR communities and future research (Bradley et al.,
2020). Past research has shown the positive impacts of belonging and well-being as well as its
importance in the workplace for both identity construction and growth in that profession
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(Filstad et al., 2019; Waller, 2020). Fostering a sense of belonging provides a means to
support and help teachers flourish in RRR communities (Clandinin et al., 2015).

Conclusion

Downes and Roberts (2018) cautioned:

If we have such a well-developed understanding of the issues, challenges, and successful
approaches, why then are rural schools still hard to staff and why are the approaches proven
to work not universally adopted by education jurisdictions? As the adage goes, ‘if we keep
doing what we have always done, we will continue to get what we have always got’. Given
that these issues have been perennial and intractable since the advent of mass education, it
would seem that it is about time we try something different. (p. 15)

We believe, it is indeed time to try something different to attract and retain teachers in RRR
schools. Instead of emphasising extrinsic motivations such as higher pay and professional
incentives, perthaps we should shift focus to what is already there and waiting in RRR
communities — opportunities for belonging, validation and flourishing.

Given the benefits of belongingness for teachers, students, and the communities in which
they live and work, we emphasise the need for research into recognising signs of not
belonging. Importantly, belongingness is problematic for people from minoritised
populations (Macaulay, 2023; Rainey et al., 2018; Walton & Brady, 2017) and thus further
research investigating the experiences of RRR teachers from minority groups is
recommended. Further, while many teachers feel supported and welcomed in RRR schools
and communities, this is not universal. Therefore, conveying to RRR communities the
importance of their role in retaining teachers is crucial. By fostering opportunities for
belonging, schools and communities can help mitigate challenges of living and working in
RRR areas, providing teachers with a foundation to personally and professionally flourish,
and therefore want to stay.

While our research focuses on a Western Australian perspective, it should be noted that these
tindings have implications for other countries experiencing teacher shortages, in particular
countries with isolated and rural communities. Despite the limitations of size and scale, this
study has currency in terms of reinforcing the importance of belongingness to a teacher’s
validation and ability to thrive in their teaching role.
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

1.

= o * A

12.

13.
14.

Could you please describe your current teaching role?

How long have you been teaching in Port Hedland and why did you decide to work
here?

What are the good aspects about teaching in Port Hedland? (Alternative question: what
opportunities are there for teachers in Port Hedland?)

What lifestyle opportunities does Port Hedland offer?

What support structures (informal or formal) are available for early career teachers in
Port Hedland?

What support or training have you had for working with Aboriginal students and the
community?

What has your experience been with working with these students or Indigenous staff?
What are some of the negative aspects about teaching in Port Hedland?

Do you have family here?

How do you manage the work/life balance (such as childcare/travel time) in Port
Hedland?

Do you intend to stay in this region? Why/Why not? (Alternative — ate you intending to
move out of regional teaching?)

What are some of the factors that influence the retention of these teachers in Port
Hedland?

If you could change anything about working here, what would that be?

What support structures do you think would help teachers to remain in Port Hedland?
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