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The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a five-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
Due to the complexities of geographical location, rural and remote schools have long had difficulty in providing quality teaching, the results of which are reflected in the disparity of educational outcomes; academic results, attendance rates, and engagement. (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 2020, Halsey 2018) With disproportionate representations of disengagement, youth unemployment and mental health issues in rural and remote communities, it is critically important that every young person has access to high quality schooling and opportunities (Halsey 2018).  Rural and remote schools are challenged by high staff turnovers which often leaves them without experienced teachers and continuity in learning. Teachers have the greatest impact on student learning (Hattie 2009) so it follows that attaining and retaining quality teachers in rural and remote schools is critical to raising the achievements of students. It is important to identify what preparation students need in order to teach in rural and remote schools. It is crucial to identify how teachers can be supported in their rural and remote placements through support programs and mentorships. And it is crucial that teachers in rural and remote schools have access to high quality professional learning and leadership pathways. 
Focus of Study
The focus of this study was to investigate, observe and spend time with both school and system leaders, teachers and institutions that demonstrated exemplary practices, and to identify elements that could be practically applied in NSW rural and remote schools. 
It focussed on:
How we can better equip pre-service teachers to address the educational complexities in rural and remote schools
Incentives and support programs that help retain quality teachers in rural and remote schools
Professional development and networking opportunities needed to retain teachers
Significant Learning
The issue of attracting and retaining teachers in rural and remote locations is multifaceted. There is no one single approach that will solve the problem. However, during the research, there were some common themes that emerged:
Finding the right fit
Creating community connections
Mentoring and networking opportunities
Early exposure
Adequate funding
Finding The Right Fit
Adjusting to the cultural and social dynamics of rural communities can be particularly challenging for teachers coming from diverse, urban backgrounds. A key factor in rural teacher retention is finding teachers who are the ‘right fit.’ But how do we identify those individuals? It may seem that students from rural towns would be the right fit, but many rural students leave their hometowns for better educational and career opportunities in urban areas, and few return after completing their studies. The lure of urban prospects amplifies their reluctance to return to rural or remote communities, where opportunities may seem limited. The diversity, opportunities, amenities and lifestyle of urban areas can often appear more attractive than what rural life offers.
The solution, therefore, may lie in those who are already embedded in rural and remote schools—individuals who have already made a personal and professional investment in these communities. This could include teacher aides, school administration staff and paraprofessionals. Identifying these potential educators and offering them alternative pathways to full teaching accreditation has proven highly effective. The University of Calgary, through the Werklund School of Education, has developed a Community-Based Bachelor of Education program that addresses the issues of access and equity in the hope of mitigating the high turnover of teachers in rural and remote areas. The undergraduate program has over six different pathways to allow participants to achieve success. Since 2017, the completion rate has been 92 percent, and the retention rate is almost similar. It allows candidates to remain in their hometowns, provides financial support through stipends, and enables them to continue working. This flexibility transforms what might have been an unattainable goal into a tangible reality for individuals who may have otherwise found pursuing a teaching qualification impossible.
The Colorado Centre for Rural Education (CCRE) has implemented a similar initiative called 'Grow Your Own.' Rural schools in Colorado's eastern plains face challenges in attracting teachers, and identifying individuals already embedded in the community has proven to be the most effective way to build a sustainable pipeline. By offering alternative study pathways, the program provides students with the flexibility to balance work and study, while also offering financial support.
Creating Community Connections
For urban students who relocate to rural and remote communities to teach, a critical factor in their decision to stay is their connection to the community, and the value of this cannot be overstated (Brenner, Azano, Downey 2021). Building strong social relationships within their local community helps these teachers feel a sense of belonging. Community integration not only fosters personal fulfillment but also enhances job satisfaction, as teachers are more likely to remain in environments where they feel supported, valued, and engaged.
It is recognised that it is much more difficult for non-local teachers to develop these connections when they don’t have a history with the community (Halsey 2018). Communities that facilitate social networking opportunities and community involvement are essential to helping urban teachers develop these connections. The more integrated they feel, the more likely they are to make long-term commitments to these communities. A successful example of this approach is the Rural Health Professions Action Plan (RhPAP) in Edmonton, Canada, which has been supporting rural Albertan communities in attracting and retaining healthcare providers for over 30 years. A key to their success is the creation of 60 attraction and retention committees, representing over 140 communities. These committees are made up of local municipal and business leaders, as well as individuals deeply invested in the future of their communities. They focus on integrating new members socially, connecting them with local clubs, sporting organisations, and churches. This approach fosters a sense of belonging and encourages long-term commitment to the community. The issues for rural health and education are very closely aligned and this type of community support would easily transfer to the NSW education system.
The Welcome Experience NSW is a free service designed to support essential workers and their families who are either considering or have accepted jobs in regional and rural NSW. A local connector is appointed to assist with practical aspects of life, such as securing housing, finding childcare, helping partners with employment opportunities, and facilitating social and cultural connections. Currently, the service operates in seven council regions across NSW, with plans to gradually expand into eight additional regions. This service began as a pilot program, but the commitment to its expansion highlights the recognition of its value in helping teachers feel more connected to their communities. By addressing practical needs and fostering social ties, the program will play a crucial role in supporting teacher retention in regional and rural areas.
Mentoring, Networking, Professional Development Opportunities
Teaching in rural and remote schools presents a range of complexities seldom encountered in metropolitan settings. Many principals in these schools are also teaching, and classes are frequently composite, covering multiple stages. This situation is further complicated by the high number of beginning teachers in rural schools, who not only face the challenges of adapting to teaching but also take on additional responsibilities to meet the needs of their small communities. Research indicates that strong support systems are vital (Hayes, Lachlan-Hache, Williams 2019). Without adequate support, a cycle where early career teachers mentor other early career teachers can develop, which is an unsustainable approach. The country can sometimes be seen as a good place for a teacher to start their career, but not devote their career to (Halsey 2018). If schools want to maintain quality, committed and effective teachers, then extensive support needs to be provided. 
Mid-career teachers in rural areas also require access to high-quality professional learning and networking to counter the isolation that can occur when they lack colleagues to engage in professional dialogue. Halsey (2018) cites that principals highlighted that high staff turnover rates were directly linked to the lack of networking and professional development opportunities. Schools that offer strong support systems and professional growth avenues are better equipped to retain teachers, improve morale, and ensure long-term stability. 
An example of a successful program that provides mentoring, networking, and professional development opportunities is the Northwest Rural Innovation and Student Engagement (NW RISE) Network. This initiative connects teachers and leaders from isolated and remote communities across the Pacific Northwest, USA. Participants meet face-to-face twice a year and maintain ongoing collaboration through virtual platforms throughout the year. The program fosters a strong professional community, allowing educators to share best practices, access valuable resources, and receive support, all of which is targeted to their contextual needs and helps combat the isolation experienced in rural schools, especially for beginning teachers. 
The success of NW RISE is grounded in the research of Andy Hargreaves and Michael T. O’Connor on Collaborative Professionalism (2018). Their work identified eight key elements that characterise successful, high-performing networks. These elements were incorporated into the design of NW RISE, leading to collaboration that is both deep and sustainable. Meeting with Michael led to discussion on how the same framework could be adapted in NSW to address the isolation experienced by teachers in rural and remote communities, fostering a more connected and supportive professional environment. By implementing these elements, NSW could enhance teacher retention and promote a stronger sense of community among educators.
The Rural School Leadership Academy, run by Teach for America, is designed for educators passionate about rural education and recognises the importance of supporting mid-career teachers through leadership development and networking opportunities. The program is built on the Harvard Graduate School of Education course, Teachers Mentoring Teachers: Practices for Powerful Professional Communities. It emphasises that teachers in rural and remote areas require clear leadership pathways, along with mentorship and networking, to advance their careers. The Academy understands that teachers, regardless of their career stage, need ongoing support to remain committed to teaching in rural and remote schools. They understand that support must be tailored to the unique context of rural communities. Centralised solutions delivered from urban centres with a 'one size fits all' approach are often ineffective. Instead, a more localised, rural-focused strategy is essential to meet the specific needs of these teachers.
Similarly, the CCRE has also recognised these needs. Their mission is to support rural educators in Colorado by facilitating rural teacher leadership programs and fostering professional networks for educators in these communities. These opportunities are incredibly important. 
Early Exposure
Exposure to the opportunities that teaching in rural communities can offer should begin as early as high school. The highly successful RhPAP program in Alberta, Canada, demonstrates the success of introducing young people to rural careers early.  The earlier and longer students are exposed to rural environments, the more likely they are to consider rural careers. Showcasing the unique aspects of rural lifestyles and the diverse experiences available whilst students are still in high school, inspire students to explore the rewarding path of working in these communities. Early engagement allows students to see firsthand the benefits and possibilities that rural teaching offers, increasing the likelihood they will pursue it.
A key priority of Flinders University in South Australia is to enhance the engagement of pre-service teachers in rural and remote areas. This is achieved through several initiatives. Lectures equip students to navigate the unique challenges of rural classrooms, while they are actively encouraged and financially supported to undertake placements in rural schools. Additionally, students who have completed rural placements participate in workshops to share their experiences with peers.
Halsey (2018) highlights that for pre-service students to successfully transition into rural and remote schools, deep engagement on being a teacher in a rural and remote context during initial teacher training is essential. This involves not only exposure to the complex dynamics within these schools such as multi-age/across stage classrooms, but also a focus on rural sociology, building relationships with parents and families, and navigating the lack of anonymity inherent in small communities. This is particularly so in indigenous communities where the complexities are even more challenging without proper inductions to the community. 
Adequate Funding
Central to the success of all these initiatives is the necessity of adequate funding. If retaining teachers in rural and remote schools is a priority for ensuring student equity, then the adequate financial support must be equally prioritised. 
Financial incentives: Financial incentives emerged as a common theme, with stipends and financial support helping students undertake placements in rural and remote schools by covering accommodation and living expenses. RhPAP not only offers scholarships for students in training but also provides access to 135 fully furnished apartments across Alberta, free of charge for those on rural placements. Similarly, the CCRE offers stipends to both pre-service and in-service teachers, significantly improving teacher retention. In 2016, they received a USD $5 million grant to support this initiative, which has proven highly successful. Pre-service teachers receive a one-off payment of USD$4000 from CCRE and another USD$11,000 from the state government. 

Table 1: Retention of CCRE stipend recipients (2017 – 2023)
	
	Rural teachers statewide
	Pre-service stipend recipients
	In-service rural stipend recipients

	Retained for at least 1 year
	81%
	86%
	91%

	Retained for at least 2 years
	67%
	82%
	85%

	Retained for at least 3 years
	58%
	80%
	86%



	[image: ]
Figure 1: CCRE stipend recipients and retention
However, Halsey (2018) indicates that one-time financial incentives are not sufficient to attract teachers to rural and remote schools in Australia. To counter the perceived disadvantages of working in these communities, incentives must be sustained over time to remain an appealing option. Flinders University, in collaboration with other South Australian universities, the South Australian Department of Education, and Catholic Education, has developed scholarships and the 'Teach First in the Country' program for pre-service teachers. Significant funding has been invested into the initiative, resulting in a steady increase in enrolments each year.     
Mentoring, networking and professional learning support: While providing essential support to teachers is costly, its value cannot be overstated. Halsey’s review (2018) recommended that funding be provided for education students to undertake ‘quality extended professional experience placements’ in rural and remote schools. It then needs to continue into the teaching placements. Principals have noted that lack of professional development opportunities, especially for early career teachers is directly linked to high teacher attrition (Beswick et al. 2023) The cost of attending professional learning in larger centres is extremely costly. Federal funding received by the NWRISE organisation enables teachers to offset the costs of attending biannual face-to-face network meetings. Without this financial assistance, many teachers would be unable to participate. It also allows NWRISE to spend time establishing virtual networks throughout the year. The Rural School Leadership Academy provide a year-long fellowship which covers the costs of attending two conferences and rural school community visits as well as one of two certifications from the Harvard Graduate School of Education. The success of both these programs relies heavily on the adequate provision of funding support. 
Housing – a further consideration: Another key issue identified is the lack of available housing for teachers in rural and remote communities. Halsey (2018) highlighted that quality, well-maintained housing is critical for attracting teachers to these areas. The NSW Rural and Remote Education Strategy (2024) also acknowledges that the availability and upkeep of teacher housing impacts schools’ ability to attract and retain staff.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]This research aimed to identify best practices, both nationally and internationally, that focused on improving retention rates in rural and remote schools. By reviewing studies and visiting institutions and schools, common threads emerged. The challenge of attracting and retaining teachers in rural and remote schools is complex, with no single solution. However, a multifaceted approach, coupled with innovative thinking, is essential to develop strategies tailored to the unique needs of these communities.
Attracting teachers to rural and remote schools must begin at the high school level. Early exposure to the unique opportunities these communities offer is essential and needs to begin as early as possible. This exposure should then be reinforced during initial teacher training, where students can undertake placements in rural schools to gain first-hand experience of the benefits these communities provide. Teacher training must also ensure students are well-prepared for the unique challenges, not only in terms of teaching but also the social complexities they will encounter, helping them become the right fit for rural communities.
Navigating these challenges requires comprehensive support through context-specific professional learning, mentoring, and networking. Professional development must be viewed through a rural lens and tailored to meet the distinct needs of teachers and students in these communities.
Ultimately, the success of any program depends on sufficient funding. The Australian government is committed to ensuring all young Australians have access to high-quality, equitable education, and appropriate investment in rural and remote should be viewed as an investment in the nation’s future.
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