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ABSTRACT 
 

While there is abundant literature about Australian rural women including references to 

those who have had or wish to have some form of tertiary education, little attention is 

given to those who are the subject of the present study, graduate rural women, in this 

case of the state of New South Wales, Australia.  

 

The significance of the research emerged from its focus on the experiences of 

such women, with the purpose of the study being to present an exploration of their 

previously unrecorded perceptions of themselves as graduates occupying a place in 

their rural communities – to articulate the impact and import of graduate status for 

rural women. As understanding the articulations rather than explaining the data was 

deemed to be more appropriate to the exploration, a qualitative-interpretivist approach 

was adopted, recognising that a grounded constructivist epistemology would assist in 

viewing the experiences through the eyes of the participants. Data were collected in the 

form of written narrative - correspondence via e-mail – which allowed both the 

participants and myself to revisit and reflect upon each other’s comments.  

 

The graduate women's comments were wide-ranging, from matters of concern 

to all country people, to those which were particularly relevant to graduate rural 

women, such as the perceived value of their own expertise and their experiences in 

taking up either professional or other roles in the rural context. The depth of thought, 

the powers of perception, the identification of lines of reasoning, the development of 

interwoven themes in rural life, and the manner of expression through the articulation 

of common occurrences, revealed far more than was originally envisaged. From the 

resultant collation of data it was possible to identify, examine and associate important 

perceptions which permeated the lives of graduate rural women. 

 

An exploration of the term rural and being a rural person in that environment 

was an important pre-cursor to interpreting subsequent articulations as the meaning of 

rurality extended the accepted geographical definitions and comparative urban-rural 

economic and social relationships. With this understanding, remembered experiences 

embraced the stages of becoming and being graduate rural women in professional 

practice and in everyday life, evidencing the participants’ introspective, positive 
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appreciation of the impact and import of their university education in the fulfilling and 

rewarding application of their professional skills. The concluding stage involved the 

graduates’ relationship with the members of their rural communities as they attempted 

to pursue their lives at the level of their confidence and belief in themselves and in the 

value of their education. Challenging situations were recounted, indicating a schism to 

be overcome in that association, with male culture and traditional attitudes, the 

feminist movement and the rural crisis being included in the considerations. The core 

concepts, upon which the findings of the research were structured, emerged from the 

participants’ articulations to illustrate the stages of becoming and being graduate rural 

women, both from the introspective and contextual viewpoints. 

 

 The written narrative articulations of graduate rural women defined their 

reflective views of self-empowerment through education, countered by the challenges 

and constraints of social reality in the application of that ability in the rural context of 

their professional and everyday lives. The previously unrecorded perceptions of this 

significant section of society have added to the store of knowledge by giving graduate 

women a voice, a basis for further expression and a collective presence and identity in 

the rural situation. The future value of this research lies in its dissemination to raise 

awareness of identified issues and in its invitation to explore a wider sphere of 

knowledge enrichment beyond its central focus. 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

v 



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
DECLARATION.................................................................................................................................................................................. II 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................................................................................III 

ABSTRACT .........................................................................................................................................................................................IV 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ....................................................................................................................................................................VI 

PREFACE............................................................................................................................................................................................ IX 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................................................................ 1

 
INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................................................1 
RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY ...................................................................................................................2 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM.................................................................................................................3 
SCOPE AND FOCUS OF THE RESEARCH.....................................................................................................5 
OUTLINE OF THE THESIS..........................................................................................................................5 

 
CHAPTER 2 - REVIEW  OF  THE  LITERATURE ......................................................................................................................... 9 

INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................................................9 
FEMINIST RESEARCH...............................................................................................................................9 
THE RURAL CIRCUMSTANCE .................................................................................................................13 
INFLUENCES, BELIEFS AND ATTITUDES.................................................................................................24 
RURAL WOMEN.....................................................................................................................................34 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING...................................................................................................................43 

The Path to University......................................................................................................................43 
The University Experience................................................................................................................45 
Rural Aspects of  a Tertiary Education ............................................................................................46 
Recognition of Attainments...............................................................................................................50 
The Application of Graduate Experience .........................................................................................52 

GRADUATE RURAL WOMEN..................................................................................................................54 
 
CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY..................................................................................................................................................... 57 

INTRODUCTION......................................................................................................................................57 
THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ...........................................................................................................57 
THE RESEARCH DESIGN ........................................................................................................................69 

The Elements of the Research Design...............................................................................................69 
The Research Design ........................................................................................................................73 

THE RESEARCH IMPLEMENTATION........................................................................................................76 
Defining the Population....................................................................................................................76 
The Target Area – the State of New South Wales .............................................................................76 
Selecting the Participants.................................................................................................................77 
Information Management .................................................................................................................81 
Information Analysis and Interpretation ..........................................................................................82 

 
CHAPTER 4 - THE PARTICIPANTS .............................................................................................................................................. 86 

INTRODUCTION......................................................................................................................................86 
CHARACTERISTICS ................................................................................................................................86 
INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPANT PROFILES .....................................................................................................88 
A VIGNETTE ..........................................................................................................................................99 
GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION ...........................................................................................................101 

 

vi 



 

CHAPTER 5 – BEING RURAL....................................................................................................................................................... 102 
INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................102 
RURAL TERMINOLOGY ........................................................................................................................102 
BEING RURAL......................................................................................................................................107 

Protocol, Manners and Customs ....................................................................................................110 
The Rural -Urban Relationship ......................................................................................................112 

BEING RURAL WOMEN........................................................................................................................120 
Priorities and the Male Culture......................................................................................................123 
Priorities and Established Practice................................................................................................125 

 
CHAPTER 6 – BECOMING A GRADUATE................................................................................................................................. 126 

INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................126 
THE APPROACH TO ADOLESCENT STUDIES .........................................................................................126 
THE APPROACH TO MATURE AGE STUDIES.........................................................................................130 
THE UNIVERSITY EXPERIENCE ............................................................................................................135 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE UNIVERSITY EXPERIENCE .........................................................................137 

 
CHAPTER 7 - BEING A GRADUATE ........................................................................................................................................... 144 

INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................144 
THE EXPERIENCE OF PROFESSIONAL OCCUPATION .............................................................................144 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PROFESSIONAL OCCUPATION...........................................................................148 
EVERYDAY LIFE EXPERIENCE .............................................................................................................158 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF EVERYDAY LIFE EXPERIENCE..........................................................................164 

 
CHAPTER 8 – BEING A GRADUATE IN THE COMMUNITY................................................................................................. 172 

INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................172 
ISSUES OF COMMUNITY ACCEPTANCE AND INTEGRATION...................................................................172 
THE SITUATION FOR GRADUATE RURAL WOMEN ...............................................................................173 
OBSTACLES TO PROFESSIONAL ACCEPTANCE .....................................................................................175 
OBSTACLES TO SOCIAL ACCEPTANCE .................................................................................................181 
PROGRESS TOWARDS ACCEPTANCE AND INTEGRATION ......................................................................187 

 
CHAPTER 9 – DISCUSSION .......................................................................................................................................................... 193 

INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................193 
BEING RURAL......................................................................................................................................193 
BECOMING GRADUATE RURAL WOMEN..............................................................................................209 
BEING GRADUATE RURAL WOMEN.....................................................................................................216 
BEING GRADUATE WOMEN IN THE RURAL COMMUNITY.....................................................................225 
REVIEW ...............................................................................................................................................232 

 
CHAPTER 10 - CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS................................................................................................ 234 

INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................234 
METHODOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE ......................................................................................................235 
THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS..................................................................................................241 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH...................................................................................243 

 
REFERENCES .................................................................................................................................................................................. 246 

APPENDICES ................................................................................................................................................................................... 259 
APPENDIX A: SELECTION OF PARTICIPANTS..................................................................................260 
APPENDIX B: INTRODUCTORY CORRESPONDENCE ........................................................................261 
APPENDIX C: FOLLOWING CORRESPONDENCE ..............................................................................265 
APPENDIX D: ENCOURAGEMENT ...................................................................................................273 
APPENDIX E: BACKGROUND READING..........................................................................................274 

vii 



 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
Figure 3.1 Data Collection via Written Narrative .............................................. 65 
 
Figure 3.2 The Relationship Between Constructs and Concepts....................... 68 
 
Figure 3.3: The Research Design Used in the Study ............................................ 74 
 
Figure 4.1 Nearest Population Centres .............................................................. 101 
 
Figure 9.1: The Core Concepts ............................................................................ 210 
 
Figure 9.2 Critical Issues in Community Acceptance....................................... 227 
 

 
 

 
 

viii 



 

PREFACE 
 

Most of all I like the quiet, rounded tugs. They remind me of women. As I watch 

them work I see them as kindly, no-fuss boats which patiently tend much larger, 

grander, more important-looking ships. They make sure these ships get to the 

right place at the right time, shepherding them with a pull or a push as needed. 

Their power is not immediately obvious but it is there – inside. I watch them a 

lot and never tire of seeing their unsung but absolutely essential work. The 

silent strong women of the sea. (Hazel Hawke in ‘My Own Life’ 1992) 

 

I was born and spent my early years in the bush, only coming closer to a one-teacher 

school for formal schooling and later to the city to further my education. For a number 

of years there had lingered at the back of my mind the knowledge that children, 

including girls from country and remote properties went to boarding school, as my 

cousin had done, and (although rare in those days) to university for an education. The 

graduate rural women, of whom there were more in later years, seemed to disappear if 

they returned to the bush. During my adult life I became aware that they were really 

still there, but still invisible. Once the opportunity arose for me, once a little bush girl, 

to commence doctoral study, I knew there was a question to answer, but where to start? 

 
I wanted to start not with the strong silent women of the sea from Hazel 

Hawke’s quotation, but with the women of the land – the rural women who feature in 

this research – who were also once silent and invisible, but with an inner strength 

reflecting the struggle of families surviving in the bush from early colonial times. Their 

roles throughout the wars and depressions of the last century played an important part 

in moulding the rural families of today. Living on the land, or off the land, was once 

achieved by traditional farming methods. Today the changes which have taken place in 

technology and resource management, in the face of hard times, have revealed that 

rural women today have a new place in rural communities. Not only are they capable 

and more visible, but also are likely to be more highly educated and confident in their 

ability to make management decisions, [to] make sure these [rural] ships get to the 

right place at the right time, shepherding them with a pull or a push as needed [to 

survive]. 
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I decided to discover more about the graduate rural women I knew were there, 

not just as statistics, if that were possible, but to understand their situation, to ascertain 

what could be important to them, what happened to them, why they seemed invisible 

and how they interacted with their communities. What was the burden or benefit of 

having a university education in a rural context for them as individual graduate rural 

women?  

 

My resolve was further confirmed by my observations during many years of 

being in business involving rural people, and in teaching. At least half the adult 

students I teach at TAFE are women and many of these are from rural backgrounds and 

with young children. They attend my day and night lessons to learn Taxation, 

Company and Commercial Law for accounting qualifications, often as an introduction 

to a university degree. I asked myself: “Are they too heading for invisibility?”        

 

 Knowing that this would be an exploratory study, as opposed to one which 

tested previous findings on a same or similar topic, the impetus required to launch the 

study had to have strength of purpose, yet be as free as possible in the gathering of 

information. Failure in either area – being deficient in purpose or over-directive in 

enquiry – would limit the value of the information and render the study less effective in 

achieving its aims. Five basic questions were chosen to initiate the study, from which 

the participants’ thoughts and experiences expanded as they individually reflected in 

their own time upon their written correspondence with me. The snippets and passages 

of narrative became a revelation and, I believe, are significant in their own right as a 

form of literary expression apart from their contribution to this research. In many 

instances the strength of response indicated an obvious concern or keenly felt need to 

set a situation right. At other times a deep-seated love of the bush was revealed. There 

would seem to be much more about the circumstances of graduate rural women and 

their responses to the shaping of these circumstances which remains unsaid. It is hoped 

that this thesis has provided some clarification and  set in motion opportunities for 

further discussion. 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 
 

Introduction 

To be a resident of the state of New South Wales (NSW) in the island continent of 

Australia, is to be aware of the history and the unique environmental, and resultant 

economic and social, conditions which have helped shape the lives of the people who 

live in agriculturally based communities in the more remote areas of the country. The 

development of agriculture in rural NSW can be traced to the year 1788, when the 

first white settlers from England landed on the shores of what is now called Sydney 

Harbour. They encountered the Indigenous population who had inhabited the land for 

many thousands of years and who had successfully lived off the land. The new settlers 

came with a very different view of the land and how it was to be used. 

 

 When the newly-established, struggling English colony introduced agriculture, 

barely enough could be produced to support the colonising population. Colonial 

exploration of regions further afield preceded considerable pastoral expansion and 

subsequent mineral exploration in the locations that are now termed regional and 

remote. In a country, where the most fertile and populated land on the east coast 

becomes arid to the west, the colonial men and women were the pioneering settlers 

from whom the present-day agricultural and pastoral residents inherited their 

traditions and customs. From the viewpoint of the women pioneers, history has 

accorded them little recognition. Yet they experienced, along with their male 

counterparts, the deprivation of the early years, including the hard times of economic 

depressions and the effects of two world wars. The country women held rural families 

and communities together, working the farms in the absence of their husbands and 

developing community improvements. Hardship experienced today in establishing 

and maintaining rural viability in the face of difficult climatic and economic 

conditions, is, at times, offset by good seasons, plentiful crops, prosperity and a sense 

of personal well-being. There are lessons to be learned from the alternating cycles of 

poverty and prosperity, and there are questions to be asked when, as at the present 

time, rural people are of necessity abandoning the land. Graduate women might 

ponder the impact and import of their university education in the face of the changing 

nature of the rural circumstance.  Further information about the state of New South 
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Wales may be found in Chapter 3, ‘the Target Population’, in Chapter 4, “The 

Participants” and at www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations/australasia/nsw. 

  

Rationale for the Study 

Over the past several decades it has been recognised that girls from established rural 

backgrounds are encouraged to take up the opportunity of studying at a tertiary level, 

with this higher education frequently culminating in the attainment of a university 

degree. While there was abundant literature about rural women in general containing 

references to those who have experienced or who would desire access to some form of 

tertiary education, it appeared that little if any separate recognition was given to those 

who have already obtained university accreditation and were living in rural 

communities. 

 

These rural born-and-bred young women may also be joined in country 

localities by similarly qualified women who did not originally have rural backgrounds 

but who had come to reside in the rural community through choice or circumstance. 

The subsequent level of engagement by these women, with a proven background of 

achievement in their particular field of expertise in professional employment and in 

other activities in the rural environment involving their educational expertise, had 

been a matter for conjecture only. It lay with the graduate rural women themselves to 

enrich the body of knowledge in this study’s field of enquiry by describing their 

impressions of their situations so that others may begin to be aware of the influence 

and significance of a university education in their lives, and of the implications for the 

rural communities in which they live.  

 

Assuming that the experience of a university education helped shape the 

participants’ framework of beliefs, it was their viewpoints on matters within the scope 

of their experience and expertise which became important. Many such circumstances 

invited exploration and documentation. While state and federal governments and the 

media have given attention to the issue of skilling and re-skilling the workforce, with 

certain focus upon rural women’s access to educational opportunities (Alston, 1995b; 

ANTA, 1997; Mageean, 1988; Stanley and Munn, 1993), by contrast, little, if any, 

recognition had been given to the already-skilled graduates who reside in rural 

2 



 

communities. In fact, the word most frequently encountered in the literature to 

describe the women who contribute to the rural community, was “invisible” (Alston, 

1995a: 10; Drinan 1997: 72; Franklin, Short and Teather 1994: 3; Sheridan 1994: 23). 

The actual or potential contribution to be made by graduate rural women to their 

environment, of course, may not only be in recognised professional practice but in a 

variety of other life-circumstances. Yet their qualifications and accomplishments in 

broader fields had been similarly discounted or dismissed with a resultant warning 

that the potential costs of such disregard could be beyond measure (Hallam-

McKenzie, 2000: 15). The pursuit of alternate activities by professionally trained 

women, incidentally encouraging independent observation, thinking and problem 

solving (Giddens, 1990: 286), permitted this study to draw together impressions from 

a wide spectrum of experiences. 

 

The significance of the research emerged from the anticipated diversity and 

richness of comment so derived, and in the interpretation of those impressions to 

present a previously unrecorded account of, and by, graduate rural women. The issues 

which were the subject of comment in the study as addressed from the graduate 

viewpoint, were anticipated to be wide ranging and inclusive of matters important to 

all country people - such as rural economics, financial survival and employment, 

health, welfare, education and communication - but also of those matters which were 

of such a personal nature as to invite particular responses from the graduate rural 

women. 

 
I have really enjoyed doing this ... it has helped me appreciate the things I 

have in life. (Georgina) 

 
Statement of the Problem 

The distinctions between the urban and rural areas of Australia, and between rural 

areas themselves, are often expressed in terms which include ‘non-urban’, ‘rural’, 

‘regional’, ‘country’, ‘outback’, ‘remote’, ‘the back blocks’, ‘the bush’, and ‘back of 

beyond’ (Clark, 1986: 182). While urban centres are seen to share a wide range of 

characteristics which tend to emphasise their similarities (as fostered by town-

planning regulations and city ordinances), descriptions of non-urban areas tend to 
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reflect the effects of diversities rather than of similarities (Alston, 1995a; Condliffe, 

1964; Franklin, Short and Teather 1994; Hodge and Whitehurst 1970); Powell 1988).    

 
For the residents of non-urban New South Wales the diversities with which 

they have to cope are seen as major influences in shaping their lives. In the case of 

both men and women survival of self and enterprise in the outback frequently requires 

the making of decisions and the adjustment to changing circumstances, not only at 

first hand and on a daily basis but also over time (Henderson, 1994). Diverse and 

often personally unique experiences resulting from such change and adaptation may 

be seen to affect the formation of attitudes and opinions, and to colour the expression, 

of rural people’s perceptions of themselves and their situation.   

 
While it is known from census statistics that there are graduate women 

throughout rural New South Wales, the significance of their presence as graduates, 

both to themselves and to their communities, remains undetermined. To explore the 

effects of a university education for rural women, reliable information supporting the 

study can best be gathered from the people who are the focus of the research – the 

graduate rural women themselves. Without the benefit of previous research in this 

particular area, outcomes can not be predicted, but remain subject to conjecture. 

Indeed, it is likely that the participants themselves have not explored in any depth the 

meaning and consequences of their education in their everyday lives. 

 
Oh dear! What an ask! (Rose) 
 
Gee, this is a tough one … 

 I haven’t had to think like this for ages!  … I really did not know how to 
begin or indeed if I would like to open the floodgates and see what I would 
find. During my study for my degree we did a number of learning contracts 
and I found them most difficult – I needed to “bare all” if I was to get the  
maximum benefit from them and that was a very frightening process – a 
fabulous one but one that I try not to undertake too often…Kay, I must admit 
that you do get me to delve into areas that I have not been before, or else ones 
where I have looked but decided to go no further! (Alara) 

 
 

The problem to be investigated, then, was: What are the impact and import of 

higher education on graduate rural women’s lives and communities as expressed 

through the women’s own experience and perceptions? 
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Scope and Focus of the Research  

The research focused upon graduate rural women of the Australian state of New South 

Wales, the majority of whom were of some years’ standing in their rural communities 

and who represented a variety of professional qualifications arising from studies 

culminating in the award of one or more university degrees. There were a number of 

definitions of ‘rural’, some of which were so closely related to the ‘urban’ concept, 

that the meaning given to being rural women could be highly variable. The selection 

process addressed both the commonly-held geographical definitions of rural and rural 

women’s subjective understanding of what it meant to be rural. 

 

While the focus of the research was narrow, the preparatory and 

developmental stages of the research benefited from a broad understanding of issues it 

was expected might be raised by the graduate rural women, who had great scope in 

expressing their thoughts and feelings about their education and their lives as graduate 

rural women. In addition to the listed References directly related to the study, a 

section entitled Background Reading (Appendix E) contains titles which were found 

to be of benefit in the planning stages of the research. 

 

The purpose of the research was to explore the meaning, to graduate rural 

women, of their university experience and education and its impact on their lives in 

the rural situation. Their perceptions of how they saw themselves, how they viewed 

their current situation and how they believed the community viewed them, expressed 

as viewpoints by the participants during the course of the study, were intended to 

reflect the influence of their university education within the rural context in which 

they were living The articulations of perceptions were seen as contributing to the body 

of knowledge from a source not previously researched.  

  
 

Outline of the Thesis  

The thesis is divided into three sections. Chapters 1 to 4 build the foundations upon 

which the research was based. Chapters 5 to 8 present the articulations of the 

participants. Chapters 9 and 10 discuss and draw together the findings of the research. 
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The present study has made a significant contribution to the body of knowledge in 

understanding the impact and import of a university education for rural women – from 

their own perspectives. An outline of the chapters explains the development of the 

thesis. 

 

Chapter One  

This introductory chapter explains the background to the research, arising from 

observations that, although graduate rural women are known to exist, little evidence 

of the impact and import of their university education and graduate status is recorded. 

The study - its scope, focus, purpose and significance - locates the enquiry in its 

context of rural New South Wales. The chapter concludes with an outline of the 

development of the thesis. 

 

Chapter Two 

In this chapter, the literature is reviewed to provide an understanding of the current 

body of knowledge pertaining to the research question. Central to this enquiry is the 

interpretation of the term ‘rural’, extended to the people who live in rural 

circumstances and to the formation of their attitudes and beliefs. The focus narrows to 

considering rural women - the opportunities for and their approach to engagement in 

tertiary education. Evidence of the outcomes of pursuing this educational path as 

graduate rural women is sought in the literature. 

 

Chapter Three 

The Methodology proposed to facilitate formulating answers to the research question 

is contained in three parts. The Conceptual Framework discusses the qualitative-

interpretivist aspects and feminist considerations of the study. The research design, 

embodying the conceptual framework, focuses upon the use of narrative accounts 

providing layered views or transparencies of perceptions expressed as articulations 

from which emergent core concepts may be extracted. The implementation of the 

process details the steps taken to select and communicate with the participants, and to 

manage and present their information. 
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Chapter Four 

This chapter is devoted to introducing the 29 participants. An outline of their 

characteristics relevant to the study precedes their individual profiles in which each 

participant is known by a pseudonym for the sake of ethical and privacy 

considerations. A map of New South Wales indicates the distribution of population 

centers nearest to the rural and remote homes of the participants. The chapter 

concludes with a passage provided by one graduate who describes a sequence of 

typical events in her life. 

 

Chapter Five 

The presentation of the participants’ articulations commences with this chapter 

exploring what it means to be rural from the women graduates’ points of view. An 

understanding of rural terminology beyond accepted definitions extends to the 

significance of the rural-urban relationship and to impressions of ‘rurality’ reflecting 

traditional rural protocols, manners, customs and the influence of male culture. Rural 

women are considered in their roles in a society experiencing change from traditional 

to contemporary in the light of current economic conditions. 

 

Chapter Six 

This chapter focuses upon the phase of their lives in which the graduate rural women 

make the decision to attend university, either as a young adult or at a later time in life. 

The exploration of the becoming a graduate stage considers not only the 

circumstances and opportunities enabling that choice to be made, but also the 

impressions of the university experience given the benefit of hindsight as adult 

women in the rural community. Emergent core concepts are seen in the data to 

contribute to the findings of the study. 

 

Chapter Seven 

The next phase of graduate life is concerned with being a graduate. Two distinct, yet 

not mutually exclusive spheres of being are discussed. The first is being a graduate in 

professional occupation and the second is the application of graduate expertise in 

everyday life. The perceptions of the participants are articulated both as experiences 

and also as indicators of the degree of significance of those events to them in their 
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lives. Emergent core concepts are seen in the data to contribute to the findings of the 

study. 

 

Chapter Eight 

Chapter 8 presents the perceptions of the participants in the context of their rural 

environment. From the aspects of their professional occupation and their everyday life 

in the community, the participants reveal how they believe community members view 

the presence of graduate women in their midst. The reflective articulations address 

issues which have implications for professional and personal expression. The question 

of the measure of graduate women’s acceptance and integration into the community 

leads to emergent core concepts contributing to the findings of the study. 

 

Chapter Nine 

Chapter 9 reviews and discusses the material presented in Chapters 5 to 8 with 

reference to the literature and methodology in Chapters 2 and 3. The rural 

environment explored in Chapter 5 provided the setting for the participants becoming 

and being graduate rural women, initially in Chapters 6 and 7, and finally in Chapter 

8. The nine emergent core concepts, as discussed, are the indicators of the impact and 

import of a university education for rural women, and provide a response to the 

research question within the scope of its enquiry.  

 

Chapter Ten 

This chapter draws together the interpretations of the data to present the substantive 

findings of the research in answer to the research question. In arriving at the 

conclusions, issues arising are seen in relation to the literature and methodology for 

possible future attention. The implications of the findings for graduate rural women 

and for communities and organisations are raised, together with recommendations for 

further research relating to the diversities of expression to be found in the voices of 

women in this context. 
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CHAPTER 2 - REVIEW  OF  THE  LITERATURE 
 
Introduction 

The review of the literature is divided into five distinct yet related areas for the 

purpose of providing a basis from which to explore and interpret the data to be 

gathered in the research. Since the information provided by the participants will 

reflect their opinions and beliefs, it is important to be able to understand and interpret 

not only what graduate rural women are saying in the context of the rural situation, 

but also to appreciate who they are and the reasons that might underlie the formation 

of their various points of view. 

 

The first area for review considers issues of a broad nature raised in feminist 

writings which might have relevance as a foundation for the more detailed exploration 

of the graduate and rural aspects of women’s lives which distinguish this study. The 

second area for review considers the significance of the term ‘rural’ and explores 

issues which confront contemporary rural society. The third area for review is 

concerned with the influences, beliefs and attitudes that are seen to have arisen in the 

rural context, and are embraced in living within the rural community. The fourth area 

concentrates on rural women in the context of their background and current situation. 

The final area for review is that of education and training. This documents the 

opportunities and experiences attendant upon obtaining a university education, 

together with the issues involved in the recognition and application of those 

qualifications as a graduate rural woman. 

 
Feminist Research 

While “variety is an essential ingredient and strength of feminist research” (Letherby, 

2003: 2), the multiplicity of feminist perspectives and literature on this subject 

suggests that attention to a selective number of works of particular relevance to this 

study would facilitate an understanding of the issues involved. The research question, 

concerning the impact and import of a university education for rural women, is not in 

itself a direct ‘feminist question’, rather focusing on the experiences of a group of 

women classed as graduates.  
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 An understanding of the feminist debate in Western civilisation can be traced 

from early times, from Plato and Aristotle for example, whose views carried forward 

to until the 17th century when questions began to be raised about “the place of women 

in society” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 4). At that time – when Australia was being 

colonised - notable publications included Rousseau’s 1762 Social Contract, the 1791 

Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen by Olympe de Gouges in 

which she challenged Rousseau’s stance, Mary Wollstonecraft’s 1792 Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman, and Theodor von Hippel’s 1792 On Improving the Status of 

Women. Other writers of note such as Immanuel Kant, Viola Klein, Robert Owen, 

William Thompson and Charles Fourier, who is taken to have coined the word 

‘feminism’, added their voices to the debate, highlighted by the 1869 publication of 

John Stuart Mill’s On the Subjection of Women, followed by Ibsen’s 1879 A Doll’s 

House, which carried the message that “men cannot be free or authentic persons 

unless women are equally free” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 5). While no particular 

definition of ‘free’ is offered, the words ‘equal’ and ‘equality’ (with men) might 

represent the freedom for women to which Encel refers. This theme was reflected in 

the publication of Halfway to Equal, the 1992 report by the Commonwealth 

Parliament of Australia about the enquiry into equal opportunity and equal status for 

women in Australia. Supporting government policy was reported in Women in 

Australia (1992) in which 16 major articles detailed the implementation features of 

the United Nations convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination 

against women.  From the many years of debate, there has evolved a plethora of 

discussions on particular facets of the status and rights of women in general but none 

referring to the particular category of graduate rural women. Listening to the voices of 

the women involved in this study contributes to feminist work in that specific areas of 

feminist research might be identified as being relevant. “Feminist theory – of all kinds 

– is to be based on, or anyway touch base with, the variety of real life stories women 

provide about themselves” (Lugones and Spelman, 1990: 21).  

 

There are already recognised patterns of relationships in feminist literature that 

could be anticipated as being evident in the rural context of this study. Reinharz 

(1992: 53) explains that feminist ethnographers claim women’s behaviour is shaped 

by social context, rather than arising from physical differences, class and personal 
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characteristics. For example, in the rural context of this study family holdings have 

been traditionally passed from father to son which illustrates the statement “female 

inequality is the result of patriarchy” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 6) in a practical 

manner. Augmentations and derivations of this theme can extend to and include 

questions on women’s levels of access to and exercise of opportunity in many areas of 

their lives – which could perhaps entail ‘constraint’, ‘restriction’ or ‘exclusion’ from 

opportunities to express ability on equal terms. Letherby (2003: 3-4,20-23) states that 

the relationship between men and women; family life, sexuality and child-bearing; 

physical work and leisure; education, knowledge and power can be summarised as 

“Human equals man and woman is considered in relation to man as a deviation of his 

essential humanity” (Letherby, 2003: 24).  

 

 If this be the case, two further issues arise in relation to this study: the lifting 

of the veil of ‘invisibility’ - the cloak of a male society which hides women’s presence 

and the extent of their ability to contribute - followed by the need to give expression 

to women’s voices in the context of rurality and graduate experience. I believe that the 

veil of invisibility could also refer to the several ways in which awareness of a 

presence, a circumstance or evidence of existence in relation to women in society may 

be hidden, denied, blocked, diminished, curtailed, ignored or deemed irrelevant and 

unworthy of mention. One of the principal ways in which awareness is obscured is in 

the production of knowledge (Letherby, 2003: 30). This process is described by 

Letherby (2003: 22) in terms of ‘authorised’ knowledge and ‘experiential’ knowledge. 

Letherby explains that authorised knowledge is seen to arise from the way in which 

people make sense of the world through the use of ‘interpretive grids’ inherent in 

educational institutions and systems of society wherein male-oriented disciplines, 

from which women had traditionally been excluded, give ‘legitimacy’ to that 

knowledge. Women, on the other hand, are seen to produce knowledge more through 

experience and “have long had their experiential knowledge discounted in favour of 

… authorised knowledge” (Letherby, 2003:22). Further, Stanley (1990: 11) explains 

that in research there can be “alienated knowledge” where the origin of the knowledge 

becomes obscured through the reconstruction of its message at an accepted male 

conceptual level, so that "how these [feminist findings] are known to be such is 

rendered invisible” (Stanley, 1990: 11). In a paper by Hazel, Conrad and Martin 
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(1997) there is a similar contention that women’s viewpoints may be lost, 

misrepresented or omitted when the interpretations of studies are considered from a 

patriarchal orientation with scant regard for women’s “ways of knowing” (Letherby, 

2003: 30; Reinharz, 1992). From this it can be inferred that women’s contribution to 

the production of knowledge may be undervalued and rendered invisible to the eyes of 

others (Reinharz, 1992: 52). It follows that “it is possible to argue that patriarchal 

assumptions in male thinking have at least led to a systematic misrepresentation of 

women’s … experience of the world, or, worse, led male theorists either to ignore 

women’s views and interests and/or to denigrate the role of women” (Letherby, 2003: 

28). Possible consequences of the devaluation of women’s expression may be seen, by 

females and others alike, as a muted confidence in female ability, assertiveness and 

public voice and in a diminution of belief in female worth and mental capabilities 

(Belenky et.al., 1986). Alston (1995a) comments that “feminism is concerned with the 

premise that Western society is governed in all its spheres by patriarchal beliefs, 

attitudes and values, and in which women, as a group, are both undervalued and 

underrepresented” (Alston, 1995a: 14). Alston continues to explain that of the four 

more recent schools of feminism she lists, the radical school was predominant in 

Australia, as it “contributed most in terms of energy and theory” (Alston, 1995a: 14). 

The influence of this movement is discussed in the section Influences, Beliefs and 

Attitudes later in this literature review. 

 

Interpretation of the data from the participants in this study, if it is to be from a 

feminist perspective as articulated by Reinharz (1992: 71), “is to include many 

components such as understanding women in their social contexts … and [to use] 

women’s language … to understand the relation between self and context”. More 

specifically, Reinharz states that the “power” (Reinharz, 1992: 174) of studying 

particular groups of people, as in this study by listening to the voices of women in 

their graduate rural context, lies in the resultant generation of knowledge and 

understanding about women as they speak of the phenomena of their situations from 

their own ways of knowing.  
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The Rural Circumstance  

The various responses to the query “Who are rural women?” establish an 

understanding of a concept fundamental to the interpretation of the research data. 

Rural women are those whose characteristics lie within one or more of the literature’s 

particular definitions of ‘rural’. Explanations of the term take into account 

geographical features and boundaries or statistical interpretations including the 

comparative view of what is accepted as not being urban. Rurality may also be 

described as a state of being rural by association, and there are other definitions 

shaped by the aims of their authors.  

 
Rurality could be taken as a function of locality and distance from populated 

areas. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in providing demographic 

information explains that its definition varies depending on the source of the 

information with which it is dealing. Regional maps such as those published by 

Government Departments and Authorities suggest this connection. Regions are 

defined within the Australian Standard Geographical Classification (ABS Cat No 

1216.0), with population volume determining the classifications. According to exact 

quotation from the ABS - 

 Census data are classified as   
 Major urban  100,000 + people 
 Other urban  1,000 - 99,000 people 
 Bounded locality 200 - 999 people.  
 People not living in urban areas are classed as rural. 
 Rural balance  Anything not above or below 
 Migratory 

Rural then becomes rural bounded localities (200 – 999 people)  
and the balance of rural. 

 
From ABS social surveys, the listing becomes: 

Metropolitan   (Sydney) 
  Ex-metropolitan or Balance of  State  (N.S.W.) (anything in NSW 

not Sydney)   
 OR Metropolitan   (Sydney), 
  Other urban  (Newcastle and Wollongong) 
  Rural   (anything else)          (ABS, pers comm. 1995: 2) 
 

From the above ABS classifications, it can be seen that there are at least three 

recognised definitions of ‘rural’, ranging (for N.S.W.) from isolated stations, 

settlements, and small towns of up to 1,000 persons, to anything beyond the bounds of 
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Sydney, or Sydney-Newcastle-Wollongong. In 1994 the Department of Primary 

Industries and Energy and the Department of Human Services and Health presented a 

variation of the ABS determinants to identify ‘remote zones’ as having an urban 

center population ranging from 5,000 to 10,000 in population, and ‘other remote 

areas’ having an urban center population of less than 5,000. Statements concerning 

rurality, if based on ABS statistics, are then to be read in the light of these 

classifications. 

 
A similar geographical approach is adopted by the Commissioner for Taxation 

(Income Tax Assessment Act 1997 s.79A and Sch.2) to determine the liability to 

taxation of entities that meet certain very specific criteria. Particular care is taken to 

establish the geographical boundaries of ‘zones’, by latitude and longitude, and by 

reference to physical features such as roads and the rabbit proof fence (in Western 

Australia), to indicate comparative remoteness of residents from populous areas. To 

live within the prescribed zones is to be ‘isolated’, with additional remoteness being 

designated as living beyond 250 kilometres from an ‘urban centre’ of 2,500 

population situated within the zones. The Commissioner acknowledges that these 

residents are subject to disadvantages, which are stated to include uncongenial 

climatic conditions, isolation and high cost of living.   

 

However, the characteristics of a locality and its residents provide another 

view of the meaning of rural. The Oxford Dictionary (1993: 2653) defines ‘rural’ as 

“pertaining to, or characteristic of the country or country life, agricultural, pastoral, 

rustic, simple, unpolished, plain”. The implied comparison with urban life could be 

one of degree of sophistication. While some rural residents might object to being so 

depicted, it can be seen that a far more flexible approach may be adopted in 

describing rurality when characteristics other than location become the important 

features.  

 
Some writers, such as Nalson (1977: 304), refer in general terms to rural 

society leaving the reader to determine which elements of the discourse on complex 

social and economic situations are pertinent to, and therefore definitive of, ‘rural 

Australia’. However “the sociologist who wishes to understand rural Australia 
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requires a familiarity with its physical, farming and economic characteristics, for most 

of its social organisation, conflicts and problems rest on these” (Nalson 1997: 305). 

 
An extrapolation of this claim, particularly concerning the social hierarchy of 

farm families, leads to another interpretation of ‘rural’ that may identify rural women. 

Definition by tradition and by association with long-established rural undertakings 

frequently confers the cloak of rurality on family members who may have no present 

viable connections with matters rural. For example there are urban professionals who 

also engage in rural enterprises, but whose motives are less directed towards “the 

depth of generational attachment to a particular area of land” (Nalson, 1977: 313), 

than to economic advantage. In addition, Nalson comments that a significant number 

of rural residents, both farm owners and secondary/tertiary industry workers, do not 

obtain their living directly from rural pursuits. It is open to debate as to whether these 

persons, who have cross-boundary associations, would consider themselves ‘rural’ or 

‘urban’, a situation highlighted by an article entitled ‘Threat to City Farms’ (Silmalis, 

2004: 31). In an analysis of five Australian localities, it is stated that “the rural-urban 

continuum has ceased to have much relevance for the explanation of social processes 

and relationships in Australia” (Wild, 1978: 88). While the continuum places ‘rural’ at 

one end and ‘urban’ at the other, the reality lies in the area between, where Australian 

society displays a variety of orientations to processes and relationships (Nalson, 1977: 

320).  

 
Research indicates that “the differences between rural and urban districts have 

little or no impact on how women are represented or how they act” (Poiner, 1994: 51). 

This claim is supported by Franklin, Short and Teather (1994), who have also found 

that many of the situations faced by rural women, on a social level, are shared with 

their city sisters though such situations might well stem from somewhat different 

circumstances. They affirm their desire that the literature of which they are editors 

“will dispel the myth [that] ... the women of the cities and of the country have such 

different lifestyles and attitudes that the two groups cannot understand each other” 

(Franklin, Short and Teather, 1994: 5). Detailed research by Poole, Langan-Fox and 

Omodei (1991: 996) found that there were differences between rural and urban 

women, from a ‘work-satisfaction’ point of view, with the research data tending to 
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highlight small differences, and by so doing, emphasising the lack of major variance 

between the two groups of women. On the other hand “there is a growing rural/urban 

divide, increasing rural poverty, social problems and inadequate services” (Alston, 

2000a: 4), a view that is supported by a wealth of statistical data (ABS, 

www.abs.gov.au). 

 
Where the aim of a writer on rural matters is to justify a particular viewpoint, 

the decision is commonly made as to which criteria defining rurality should be 

adhered to implicitly, merely acknowledged, or ignored in favour of other 

considerations. It would appear that the more specific the aims of the writer, the more 

directed becomes the definition of ‘rural’. For the purpose of research into rural 

women’s access to TAFE courses, rural has been defined as “living outside a major 

city and more than 45 minutes’ drive from the nearest TAFE college” (Mageean, 

1988: 89). Further, the aim of selecting the 1997 Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

(ABC) Radio New South Wales Rural Woman of the Year is supported by the 

definition of that person as being an applicant “ ... from the broad base of primary 

industry in New South Wales [including] all facets of primary production, 

agribusiness and contributions to primary industry through the public sector [with the 

selection criteria to include] a level of involvement in primary industry in New South 

Wales [which is] direct [and] must be the primary source of income and activity” (The 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) Rural Woman of the Year brochure, 

1997). From these three examples it could be concluded that the physical criterion of 

geographic location has become less important than other considerations embracing a 

range of characteristics of contemporary rural society. 

 
 

Mullins (1990) provides an economic definition of rural society. He sees it as a 

function of ‘urbanisation’, or the degree to which the population is concentrated in the 

cities (as opposed to the country), though he admits that this “fails to pinpoint the 

social meaning of urbanisation” (Mullins, 1990: 518) and therefore fails to explain the 

meaning of rural society. To expand upon this concept, Mullins continues by saying 

that together with ‘de-urbanisation’, or relocation to rural areas, the term “mode of 

production represents the way people organise themselves to ensure their physical 

survival” (Mullins, 1990: 519), in this instance, within a capitalist society. In the rural, 
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capitalist society of New South Wales, the export of primary production, which began 

in the 1820s with wool, followed by gold in the 1850s and by raw materials and 

foodstuffs towards the end of the last century, is seen as the mercantile arm of 

capitalist urbanisation (Mullins, 1990: 530). In response to export activity, money 

flowed into the country in search of investments which included pastoral properties. A 

second stage of urbanisation, described as “corporate urbanisation” (Alston, 1995a: 9; 

Anderson, 1997: 26; Mullins, 1990: 534-35), while being initially focused upon city 

areas, also included rural development schemes which set in motion the transition, 

after World War II, from erstwhile family pastoral pursuits to the ‘agribusiness’ 

enterprises of the present day (Giddens, 1990: 530). 

 

To depict rural society in New South Wales as it appears in the early years of 

the 21st century is to recognise the emphasis given to these economic concerns, and 

their perceived effect upon the rural sector in promoting sustainable communities. 

This relationship between urban and rural is to be monitored for sustainability in 

terms of economic considerations, but a knowledge of biophysical issues is also 

required for the successful management of the land itself. Hence “farmers should be 

encouraged to develop a long-term view incorporating both the short term and long 

term costs and gains of environmental sustainability” (Department of Primary 

Industries and Energy, 1997: 109). This view is reinforced by the Australian Bureau 

of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) conference held in Canberra in 

February 1998.  

 

Papers at the conference dealt with the sustenance of multiple resources 

including the management of the Great Artesian Basin, the world’s largest artesian 

water-bearing basin, underlying about one fifth of Australia, with approximately 

215,000 square kilometers being beneath New South Wales. Yet, in the conference 

papers of the National Forum on Women in Agriculture and Resource Management 

(1997), there was not one mention of water, and its management, as the most 

important ingredient in sustainable communities. Instead a half page advertisement 

inserted by the Irrigators Council of New South Wales pleaded with the state 

government not to “destroy the rural economy or our communities [with ill-

considered water-resources reforms, as] water is vital to producing the food 
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Australians need every day” (Daily Telegraph, 1997: 23). This sentiment was 

reiterated many times during 2002-2003, when 100 per cent of New South Wales was 

declared drought affected. “Farmers struggling to deal with the continuing drought 

will be encouraged to leave their farms … the biggest issue is the rain by far” (Scala, 

2004: 14).  

 
These comments on the need for comprehensive resource management, 

including water, echo well beyond the bounds of such select gatherings as the Forum, 

to the publicly declared opinions of the general media. “Broken Hill, Tamworth, 

Narrabri, Goulburn, Narromine, Narrandera and Uralla all earned a place in the list of 

fastest declining population areas” Luff (1998a: 33). The “disastrous” (Robinson, 

1997: 21) shortage of doctors in the west of New South Wales is of growing concern. 

In towns such as Coonamble (and others) more than a third of all families now qualify 

for financial assistance; farmers and farm managers are now the lowest paid full-time 

workers in the nation; the withdrawal of essential services “is exacerbating the 

situation [and] the bush is dying” (Benson, 1998: 21) quoting from a recent study 

subtitled In Defense of the Bush.  In less pointed, but still as potent words, the Forum 

participants concluded that “the almost inevitable prospect for rural and remote 

Australia, at present, is that there will be fewer rural communities and more emotional 

trauma” (Benson, 1998: 19). Indeed, statistics reported by Luff (1998b: 18) indicated 

that 22,000 farms across Australia have ceased operation in the past eight years, at the 

rate of approximately ten per week, predicted then to increase to five farms per day 

over the ensuing twelve months. More recently it is reported that Australia wide 

“between 1996 and 2000, the number of small farms (with turnover less than $50,000) 

fell by 18%” (Pritchard, 2002: 2). 

 
The issue of ‘sustainability’ rests with those whose responsibility is the 

survival of rural communities. “The task of moving farms from unsustainable 

simplicity to the complexity which will ensure their survival, needs the wholehearted 

involvement of everyone” (Drinan, 1997: 74). At individual and community levels the 

degree of control over return-producing property and the demonstration of specialised 

skills and professional training, pertinent to the graduate rural women of this study, 

become matters of importance in developing and maintaining survival techniques. 
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Issues of both narrower and broader relevance to the rural community were 

identified by a number of speakers at the National Forum on Women in Agriculture 

and Resource Management (1997). Perceived impediments to development, such as 

petty regulations stipulating the colour of sheds (Scott, 1997: 17), were seen as an 

expression of a bureaucratic mental attitude not conducive to encouraging 

perseverance in hard times. Regarding the broader aspects, Anderson (1997: 25-30) 

and Barratt (1997: 22-23) discussed issues at several levels. To begin with there is a 

need for knowledge followed by a need for implementation skills (Anderson, 1997; 

Barratt, 1997). It was suggested that important issues should include researching and 

developing an understanding of many facets of rural affairs. For example, there is a 

need to understand how the past informs the present, how change is affecting rural 

decision-making, how resource and diversity management are best accomplished, how 

to allocate money more effectively, how changes are occurring in communications 

and technology (such as computers and genetic engineering), how value-adding in the 

manufacturing and distribution processes of rural products is to be undertaken, and 

how the nature of demand, competition, agribusiness, global markets and economies 

is affecting the rural economy. 

 

Anderson (1997) and Barratt (1997) continued by saying that skills to be 

employed, developed or enhanced emphasise management in all forms as a response 

to learning and adaptation to change. Resources and markets, coupled with the 

economics of supply, demand and opportunity cost, require management that includes 

effective and positive policies, improved communication and decision-making 

processes, individual initiatives, expertise in workplace tasks, and recognition of 

innovative measures to harness new concepts such as wilderness tourism. There is a 

need for a “Business Plan for Australian Agriculture” (Anderson, 1997: 29-30), which 

he summarises in three stages, each of which is particularly relevant to graduate rural 

women - 

Firstly, we must ensure that our human resource base, and particularly 
our rural leaders, reflect a greater diversity of skills and perspectives 
and are broadly equipped with skills and education to provide the 
flexibility to manage change. This will involve a greater balance 
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between scientific and technical skills on the one hand and skills in 
communication and social understanding on the other. 

Secondly, we must develop a shared commitment to addressing 
problems and challenges. We must recognise that the rural community 
speaks not with one voice but with many and that we must be more 
inclusive of the ideas, values and experiences of all who live within it. 
This does not mean a common answer but it does mean a common 
responsibility and a sense of ownership. This partnership must include 
government, industry, research organisations, rural communities, 
individual farm businesses, men and women. 

Finally, we must develop an integrated approach to the development of 
rural policy. This requires input from those who understand 
community and social infrastructure issues and see the connection with 
our future. Rural women frequently say to me that they want to be part 
of the process of change in rural Australia and that they believe they 
can make a real difference to its success. I have no doubt that they are 
correct. (Anderson, 1997: 30) 

 
Change, Anderson implies, should be embraced rather than ignored or resisted, 

and Nadler reinforces this point while recognising the difficulties -  

In a world that seems to be getting crazier, it is more challenging than 
ever for people and organisations to adapt and thrive ... it is the fast 
rate of change going on everywhere in the world ... change which is 
needed and will improve all of our lives in the next century. (Nadler, 
1994: 1) 

 
The following comments of Pollock about ‘change’ have particular relevance to 

‘agribusiness’ as an element of the rural business world - 

The world in which we do business isn’t just being turned upside 
down, it’s changing every which way at an accelerating pace ... The 
pace is picking up. The “tomorrow” we used to talk about was always 
five years or so down the track. Today, tomorrow is next week! The 
changes being thrust upon us are violent and constant ... If we are 
going to meet the demands being hurled at us now - and those that will 
be thrown at us in the future - we have to become champions of 
change. Loving change, tumult and even chaos is becoming a pre-
requisite for survival, let alone success. (Pollock, 1994: 7) 
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It could be said that change, the need for which is not planned and 

implemented on a progressive and orderly basis, is bound to occur nevertheless, but in 

ways not conducive to harmonious progress. The manifestation of change in the 

current rural climate is referred to as “rural recession [and] rural crisis [wherein] rural 

Australia has been fundamentally affected by the global winds of economics and 

social change which do not stop at national borders” (Bryson, 1994: vii, viii). At that 

time, in 1994, Bryson could not have been able to foretell reliably, or at all, the effects 

on the rural economy of the 2004 trade agreements with the United States of America, 

the trade repercussions from international economic crises, the effects of industrial 

unrest as employers and unions strive to maintain equanimity, the ramifications of 

global terrorist activities and the war-torn conditions of the middle-east, nor the 

effects of animal-human transmutable viruses on health and primary industry on an 

international scale.  

 
With the evidence of a rural economy in retreat, questions arise as to the 

suitability of measures being taken to address the decline. While many schemes may 

be planned, there must be a balance between the technical worth, the order of 

priorities and the practical viability of their implementation. Measures to adapt to new 

circumstances and to combat adverse changes are in evidence as the country builds for 

the future. For example, the opening of north-south railway linking South Australia 

and Darwin to promote trade is comparable to the inland road promoted in the 

brochure ‘The Kidman Way’, enhancing opportunities for communities as it traverses 

areas concerned with this study. It proclaims for tourists the wonders of places like 

Cobar and Bourke, yet this could not have been imagined by the explorers, Burke and 

Wills, as their message from Coopers Creek in 1861 proclaims “We have discovered a 

practicable route to Carpentaria” (Gordon, 1988: 77) - 

If you are looking for the road to adventure which takes in the 
stunning outback scenery for which Australia is famous, then a 
journey along the Kidman Way is where you should be travelling. ...  
A magical holiday of breathtaking landscape, country hospitality, 
unlimited adventure ...  (The Kidman Way, a multi-Council Brochure, 
1999) 
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Similarly, other explorers such as Evans, Mitchell, Sturt and Oxley could not 

have envisaged the tracking of lunar and Martian landing vehicles from rural 

locations, nor the largest and most powerful telescope array in the Southern 

Hemisphere at Narrabri, which commenced observations in 1990, helping Australia to 

continue as a world leader in radio astronomy. Nor could the graziers of that time 

have thought that the sheep population of the Coonamble shire would be close to one 

and a quarter million at the beginning of this decade; that there would be something 

like 92,000 beef cattle in the district and that there would be an annual cereal crop 

yield of approximately 164,000 tonnes (Coonamble Business Directory, 1997: 11).  

 
While change indicating progress has been evident on one hand, change 

indicating deterioration has also occurred. Established infrastructure such as the 

steamers which plied the Darling system and carried produce to coastal markets no 

longer operate; the railway transport network, so eagerly sought in earlier times, is 

now curtailed; banks are closing branches (Anderson, 1997: 94); the Cobar Copper 

Mine closed in 1998 amidst great industrial unrest; the description of the hotels in the 

Walgett district of the 1880-1920 period occupied twelve pages of history (Pearson, 

1996: 80-91), while the Internet directory of 2004 lists only two such establishments 

for the town itself; the Irrigators Council of NSW had to plead with government for 

better management of water resources “to ensure NSW has secure, caring, and 

sustainable communities” (Daily Telegraph, 1997: 23)  particularly in the light of the 

2002-2003 NSW state-wide declared drought; in an age of technological advancement 

it would be proclaimed that “young people were leaving the [rural] sector and did not 

see a future in returning to rural communities after completing tertiary education” 

(Department of Primary Industries and Energy, 1997: 113); and the shortage of 

country General Medical Practitioners is “disastrous” (Robinson, 1997: 21).  

 
To address problems facing rural communities and provide a commitment at 

Government level, the Hon. John Anderson, Minister for Primary Industries and 

Energy, when speaking at the National Forum on Women in Agriculture and Resource 

Management (1997), presaged the “development of a National Action Plan” 

(Anderson, 1997: 1, 95), allied to his “Business Plan for Australian Agriculture” 

(Anderson, 1997: 29), and to proposed initiatives such as the “Farm Business 
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Improvement Scheme” and the “Rural Adjustment Scheme Review” (Anderson, 

1997: 93). At community level, management plans rest with local bodies such as 

Chambers of Commerce and Business Enterprise Centres in co-ordination with Local 

Government and with branches of organisations such as the National Farmers’ 

Federation. Finally there is the individual who may also be both initiator and 

implementer of action plans to address changing patterns and trends. Particular 

attention was paid, at this National Forum, to such changes in matters affecting the 

rural sector, which included productivity, value-adding, marketing, sustainability, 

resource management and community infrastructure (Anderson, 1997: 103-119). 

 

In the context of the National Forum on Women in Agriculture and Resource 

Management, Anderson (1997) presented a number of explanations for terms relevant 

to the key issues. Productivity was defined as “a measure of the amount of output 

from a given amount of input [including] all the physical, human and technical 

elements”,  which are subject to the influence of both internal and external factors. 

Internal factors included “the management of information, finances, human and 

natural resources, quality control, education, planning, decision-making skills and 

goal setting.” External factors included “market changes (price and demand), weather, 

isolation, cost and availability of infrastructure and labour, government policies and 

programs, and technological advances”.  Marketing was defined as “not just selling 

the product ... marketing is the right product at the right price”. Sustainability was 

acknowledged as being far more complex, where “inter-related factors” are 

recognised in a “whole system approach” which is to include “not just economic 

measures alone ... [but also] social and environmental considerations”. Infrastructure, 

as its meaning implies, provided essential support for the operation of the many 

services required to maintain a viable rural sector. These services were seen to include 

health care, welfare services, communications and banking, education and training, 

childcare and roads and transport (Anderson, 1997: 103-119). 

 

One documented trend in the major area of productivity was the growth over 

the last 15 years of women in the agricultural workforce from 15 per cent to 32 per 

cent, with such involvement being evidenced by increased participation in activities 

including “agricultural production, sustainable development, sharing cultural 
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experiences, information technology and farming, legal and financial issues, 

education, research and the process of changing attitudes” (Barratt, 1997: 22).  This 

pronouncement must be read in conjunction with other material, such as the 

Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) statistics which 

document trends relating to the rural crisis of the 1990s, and the reported comments of 

rural people who state that “drought and tough economic times [have] forced many 

rural women to do more farm work due to the cost of extra labour” (Collie, 1998). 

Further, it is reported that the value of women’s employment in agriculture is such 

that “women contribute 48 per cent of total real farm income [yet] women’s formal 

paid employment appeared to account for only 20 per cent of farm output” (Vanstone, 

2002: 6). Alston comments - 

Many women reported that they were taking the place of hired labour 
on farms and were working alongside the men in the shearing sheds or 
driving tractors ... Women are working in areas previously considered 
‘male’ tasks ... In nearly a third of the families in this [Alston’s] study, 
the farm can no longer support the family. (Alston, 1994: 12, 13, 16) 

In support of her comments, Alston quotes from two of the rural women whom she 

interviewed:  ‘I used to work on the farm only when necessary ... I am going to have to 

help as much as I possibly can ... if we can’t do it ourselves, we don’t do it’. (Alston, 

1994: 12,13) 

No doubt there is ‘increased participation’ by women in agricultural activity, 

as claimed by speakers at the 1997 National Forum on Women in Agriculture and 

Resource Management, but the reason behind this trend indicates that something, 

other than these prima facie levels of productivity, is required for sustainable 

communities. As one of the National Forum workshops concluded “The ‘soft 

infrastructure’ of human capital needs to be used more effectively, as communities are 

tired following prolonged drought and market downturn” (Anderson, 1997: 113). 

 

Influences, Beliefs and Attitudes 

In the previous section The Rural Circumstance explored features which have 

contributed to the rural society of the present day. This rural environment has an 

influence upon its members in response to which they develop beliefs and attitudes 
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practised in the conduct of their daily lives. Following is a brief outline of how 

attitudes may be developed which are relevant to rural women’s perceptions of issues 

with which they are involved. 

 
Beliefs and attitudes may be developed as a result of a combination of cultural, 

social, economic, physical and other influences which shape the approach and 

response of an individual, or a group, to a particular situation. Human social 

behaviour is seen to be based on three major influences:  cultural - “stemming from 

the existence of organised societies”, social - “due to primary groups within the 

society”, and environmental - “mediated by the physical properties of the social 

environment” (Mann, 1973: 1). Exposure to the basic cultural influence of an 

organised society invites response, as either an individual or a group, and embodies 

“some degree of conformity ... .and dependence on social contact with other people” 

(Mann, 1973: 1). The extent of this ‘degree’ is seen to affect the shaping of attitudes 

and therefore the way in which issues are perceived and dealt with. The social 

influences of pressure to conform and to interact may, at times, produce overt 

compliance, yet shield quite divergent feelings (Mann, 1973: 126). One further 

influence could be styled ‘self-imposed’, and is described  as “the reflected self 

[involving] how we think the other person sees us” (Secord, 1978: 309) and what 

measure of concern is attached to that self-perception. Attitudes of greater conformity 

or even opposing dissension may result. 

 

Early social contacts, physical environment and isolation are among those 

identified influences which help determine “the individual’s attitudes, values, habits 

and strength of his (or her) needs” (Mann, 1973: 1-25). While the extremes of human 

behaviour to which he refers in his writings serve to illustrate his argument, it is the 

moderate application of his tenets which best exemplifies their relevance to the rural 

situation. In this circumstance, where exposure and reaction to organised society may 

be subject to the particular characteristics of rural life, it can be seen that attitudes of 

rural women may be influenced in this way. Early childhood, spent in rural 

circumstances could bestow ‘rural’ attitudes lasting a lifetime; experience of rural 

isolation and hardship (also of ‘the good old days’) in youth, and in adult life, could 

engender beliefs and attitudes which remain firmly held, although the reasons for their 
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sustenance may have long since vanished. Nevertheless, this is not to deny women’s 

agency as they confront contextual influences, revaluing themselves through their 

distinctive experiences and alternative social groupings. 

 
Attitudes “have a functional basis in that a specific opinion or belief may be 

developed and maintained to satisfy an important social need of the person” (Mann,  

1973: 113).  It may suit an individual or a group to profess to be ‘rural’, perhaps to 

claim a benefit, to reinforce a point of view, or to maintain a situation or association 

which would otherwise be changed. On occasion that need may in fact be a desire to 

hide personal attitudes by ascribing them to “a suitable social group” (Mann, 1973: 

115). Alternatively, so-called ‘group-mentality’ may reign to such an extent that 

members of the collective respond to the “heightening of emotions” (Mann, 1973: 86) 

which takes place as the relative anonymity of assembly, either in person or by 

consensus, reduces exposure to personal responsibility and allows the group attitudes 

to dominate individual persuasions. In this way, passive opinions and beliefs may 

graduate to becoming issues. “Powerful changes in attitudes and behaviour can be 

wrought by groups organised specifically for that purpose” (Secord, 1978: 164). 

Terms frequently used to describe these change-agents include ‘action group’ and 

‘movement’.    

 
One of the more significant influences on the way women perceive their 

situation in the social scheme of things has been the feminist movement. The progress 

and achievements of the various “waves of feminism” (Dixon, 1977: 118) and 

“schools of feminism” (Alston, 1995a: 14) have been well documented by many 

writers such as Burton, Curthoys, Dempsey, Eisenstein, Encel, Firestone, March, 

Millet and Poiner. However, it is not until the issues raised and argued by and for 

women over the years are identified with rural circumstances that their significance in 

this particular situation is under scrutiny. The question is not ‘do feminist issues in 

general apply to rural women?’, but rather, ‘what is the relationship of feminist issues 

to rural women’s experiences?’ What do rural women think about feminist movement 

issues? Has the influence of the feminist movement caused rural women to view other 

matters of interest to them in a different light? 
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 “There is considerable evidence that the women’s movement has had little 

effect on farm women” (Alston, 1995a: 11) (wherein ‘farm’ does not automatically 

interchange with ‘rural’). On one hand, farm women are described as being 

conservative in outlook, yet, on the other hand, as “increasingly involved in ... what is 

viewed as ‘men’s work’”, [and] “would appear to have overcome many barriers still 

to be tackled by other women” (Alston, 1995a: 11). The situation is seen as arising 

from “feminist theory’s urban focus [where there are] separate spheres for workplace 

and home” (Alston, 1995a.23). On the farm, work, home and economic survival are 

interwoven and dependent on co-operation. “Feminism’s call to expose the oppression 

of the family, and perhaps to abandon it, has alienated such women because of its lack 

of relevance to their lives” (Alston, 1995a: 23). 

 

This is not to say, however, that rural (or farm) women are without recourse to 

initiatives and power. “Social inferiority accords them material advantage [as they 

hold] enhanced ‘private power’ because of their importance to the enterprise” (Poiner 

cited in Alston, 1995a: 25). “Women are an important part of the labour force and, 

privately, women are often key decision-makers about what crops are grown and 

identifying value-adding opportunities ... [they] are often the ones who understand the 

strategic and long-term issues affecting their businesses, families, communities and 

industries, but rarely do they have a public face” (Hallam-McKenzie, 2000: 22).  

 

To respond to the call of the feminist movement is seen by some to “limit 

women’s traditional sources of power [without providing] obvious gains in exchange” 

(Alston, 1995a: 26). In her own words, cited in Alston (1994) a farm woman 

expresses her collective strength in terms of “a tremendous, unseen, unrecognisable 

force” (Alston, 1994: 17). A more detailed explanation is given by Alston -  

The private, informal power of women is a difficult concept for 
sociological analysis, because it is less visible than public power and 
has no relation to ‘legitimate authority’. However, within the private 
realm of the family, it is the women’s nurturing role which gives them 
influence. It is arguable that farm women could, potentially, hold more 
private power than urban women because of their integral role not only 
in the reproductive process but also in the productive process of their 
enterprise. ... The farm woman, firmly entrenched in the productive 
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sphere ... holds enhanced private power because of her importance to 
the enterprise. (Alston, 1995a: 25) 

 
The problem, if it can be called that, lies in the “complex relationship of 

[women’s] private and public spheres” (Grimshaw, 1986: 184), together with the 

“unequal distribution of power [therein]” (Wild, 1978: 156). The appearance of 

conflict between what some theorists propound should be the enlightened position of 

rural women, contrasts with what pragmatists reveal is the reality of the intangible 

power they do command (Hogan, 1994: 36). Perhaps it is because of rural women’s 

appraisal of their own situation that Alston is prompted to comment that “feminist 

theorists have managed to alienate farm women [partly because] feminists have been 

guilty of an urban focus that has excluded rural women” (Alston, 1995a: 25), and 

partly for other reasons which could be ascribed to all women, such as -  

the way [feminism] has been presented in the media ... it is perceived 
as having little relevance in their lives ... [there is] the threat of 
ostracism for anyone who is seen as a strong feminist ... they have 
always felt equal or ... they feel that men and women are ‘different’ 
and so cannot be equal. (Alston, 1995a: 137) 

 
Alston’s comments are related to the “tension” (Meyers, 2004: 4) that is said to exist 

within feminist perspectives. The claim - that the “grievous impact on women’s lives 

[of their systematic subordination] is central to feminism” (Meyers, 2004: 4), together 

with “the portrayal of women as abject victims” (Meyers, 2004: 4) - has been 

“challenged and modulated in contemporary feminist philosophy” (Meyers, 2004: 4). 

Recognition of “feminist accounts of autonomy [and respect for] the measure of 

autonomy women gain despite this subjugation” (Meyers, 2004: 6) provide a view of 

women as “self-directing individuals” (Meyers, 2004: 7). 

 

Nevertheless, the changing circumstances of rural life are affecting both men 

and women, who “may be becoming victims of exploitation as they attempt to juggle 

traditional expectations with increased work loads” (Alston, 1995a: 28). From the 

viewpoint of rural women, alignment with the feminist movement’s tenets may have 

merit in enabling them to “fight their exploitation [and challenge] their exclusion from 

the public sphere, their lack of control of resources, and the lack of reward for their 
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efforts” (Alston, 1995a: 28). Rural women have to contend not only with changing 

economic conditions and resultant constraints, but also with the concept of 

‘patriarchy’.  

 

‘Patriarchy’ may be defined as “the system whereby men have more power 

and economic privilege for no reason other than their maleness” (Alston, 1995a: 18). 

In a March 2000 article in The Land newspaper, male culture is described as “a 

‘headache’ … The entrenched male culture or ‘boys’ club mentality … is the biggest 

obstacle facing rural women in their quest for leadership roles in agriculture …” 

(Paterson, 2000). One of the reasons for this situation, evident both in business and on 

the domestic front, is offered by writers who refer to Australia’s heritage. “The 

subordinate role of women in Australia was firmly established in the nineteenth 

century [when in] the harsh circumstances of rural pioneering [there was] a great 

preponderance of males” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 20), which left little alternative 

for these rural, homestead-bound women, while European and city women were 

agitating for women’s rights.  

 

Coming from a state of being “virtually obliterated, irrelevant, or trivial” 

(Dixon, 1977: 115), and with interests claimed to be “ ‘included’ in those of their 

fathers and husbands” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 18), rural women have moved to 

redress the perceived inequalities brought to notice by activists. However, the role of 

rural women has, until recent times, been variously ignored, ‘invisible’, or bathed in 

faint praise for commendable efforts in insignificant endeavours. Poiner (1994) relates 

her ‘affront’ and ‘dismay’ to read, in a 1971 book on farm stock by Beattie, the 

condescending pronouncements on “various characteristics and attributes of rural 

women” (Poiner, 1994: 52), who were presumably linked in some way to the theme of 

farm stock. Then there is “the world of mateship … Overriding the divisions that 

shaped bush culture is a shared male culture, where manhood is prized above all else. 

It is a culture that fundamentally excludes women” (Vozella, 2001: 2). This was not 

just a social trait – “In 1893 women who were working on properties were actually 

taken out of the census” (Dunn, 1999: 1). 
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At the present time, there is increasing acknowledgment that women 

“contribute a different view on issues and don’t necessarily share the same values and 

attitudes as men” (Hallam-McKenzie, 2000: 4), but the recognition of rural women 

continues to be suppressed, both in their private and public activities, as outlined by 

Alston (2002) in her paper on “Women’s representation in a rural context.” She points 

out that - 

 
… discourses of agriculture and rurality are framed around a male standpoint 
with women mere shadows of outraged silences … 
 

 … they [women] are immersed in communities with ‘particular views of the 
role of women’ … 

 
 … women in agriculture are almost completely invisible in the public sphere 

… [yet] they earn approximately 48% of the real farm income through their on 
and off farm work in this country… 

 
… we also know that women on farms are twice as likely to have tertiary 
qualifications as farm men. … 
 
… when women move into managerial positions they become not managers 
but ‘women managers’ … 
 
… power in organisations operates to reinforce the position of masculine 
superiority as the norm …  
 
… men will not yield power easily … 
 
… in farmer organisations …men view themselves as natural leaders … 
 
… to protect their domain, male dominated organisations organise a 
mobilisation of bias away from women to ensure their positions are not 
threatened … 
 
… women are viewed as a risk to the organisation … 
 
… men in male dominated organisations are often unaware that women are not 
represented …(Alston, 2002: 5). 

 
 
Many women report - 
 

… that they see the definition of ‘merit’ as a moveable concept – when they 
meet the advertised selection criteria, suddenly there are non-transparent 
changes, referred to in the rural context as the “grass ceiling” (Alston, 2002: 5)  
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… Many reported being ignored, treated with disdain, ridiculed, being the butt 
of jokes or talked down to. (Alston, 2002: 7) 

 
Further comments from the same source - by women describing the male 

attitude towards women - included the frequently used words: patronising, sexist, 

devious, subtle, antagonistic, condescending, coarse, offensive and belittling with the 

use of innuendo and sarcasm. Men were also seen to regard women as inferior and 

invisible, to be ignored and excluded. For example, Alston (2002) used extracts from 

her study to illustrate - 

  
The use of the phrase ‘girlie’. Not invited to the cricket – ‘you wouldn’t know 

about that’. 
I don’t drink either – boys live at the bar. 
Remarks are often made about my being the ‘best looking one in the room’. 
I turned on heaters, reference made, ‘come here and I’ll cuddle you’. 
Asked once when I started ‘doing it’ because I look too young to have kids my 

age (Alston, 2002: 8). 
 

In relation to women’s  membership of rural organisations, Alston observed 

that “In some cases [the male members] of influential boards hold outrageous 

attitudes concerning women and act to humiliate them in their leadership roles. In 

most cases, however, it is a more benign neglect of women that operates” (Alston, 

2002: 10). Whether by design or neglect, this conduct must be presumed to have an 

impact upon rural women to a certain degree in the performance of their activities, 

particularly where decision making is a critical factor and to intensify the already 

difficult situation of all rural residents who must make decisions in an unpredictable 

environment. 

 

The capacity of rural women to make prudent decisions can be based to an 

extent on their capacity to cope, particularly in circumstances where stress is a factor. 

Shrapnel and Davie (2000) address the question of how rural circumstances affect 

people’s coping capacity. In their paper Shrapnel and Davie make a number of 

assertions, some specifically related to the psychology of climate management, while 

others are more general and can be read in the light of this study’s enquiry. Their 

presentation is generally based upon their opening statement, in which the gender of 

‘rural landholders’ is not specified, other than to refer to a ‘person’ using the pronouns 

‘his/her’, ‘he’ and ‘him’ - 
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Rural landholders are undergoing extended economic hardship, manifested in 
a range of social and ecological problems that limit the capacity of local areas 
to recover to economic levels necessary to sustain settlement (Shrapnel and 
Davie, 2000: 1). 

 

From this foundation, certain points were developed, focused upon the ability to cope 
-  
 

… Survival depends on the capacity of landholders to respond strategically to 
the stress which these risk factors generate …… Where stresses exist, the 
capacity of people to respond actively … diminishes [in proportion to their 
ability to cope].  
 
… The psychological profiles of people tend to fall into three groups – those 
who can generally cope; those who can usually cope …and those who 
generally cannot cope … [indicating] a predominant personality profile 
consistent with an ability to cope with isolation and the other particular 
challenges which characterise this way of life. 
 
… an individual’s personality colours his perceptions, the way he sees the 
world, what is important to him, how he relates to others and how he behaves 
… [It] describes [a] characteristic pattern of thinking, feeling and behaving 
…[a] coping mechanism … [and how one] may meet future life challenges. 
 
… The capacity of a person to make these [management] decisions – to leap 
into unknown territory – is a feature of their personality. 
 
…[where change is required] farmers must have the necessary psychological 
resources to bring change about … The capacity to cope with stress depends 
on an individual’s psychological resources. (Shrapnel and Davie, 2000: 1-4) 

 

Shrapnel and Davie’s paper separates their subjects into three major groups in 

terms of their psychological resources, which, for the purpose of this study, are 

concerned with the ability to cope.   

 
The first group consisted of those - 
 

… who are able to cope with adversity … they are self-aware and confident 
and possess a high measure of self-directedness and co-operativeness … 
change is a challenge which they are normally able to embrace effectively 
because they are predisposed to adapting and learning new ways. 
 
… It is usually landholders from this group who organise themselves into … 
self-help organisations … [They] will typically require only minimal 
supervision and may become frustrated if they do not have the opportunity to 
be actively involved in decision making. (Shrapnel and Davie, 2000: 5-13) 
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The second group exhibited a tendency to be vulnerable to stress and they became  

temporarily “emotionally incapacitated” due to events which could be expected to 

occur at some time, such as a “crop failure or death in the family”. (Shrapnel and 

Davie, 2000: 5-16). 

 
The third and last group had limited ability to cope with problems or change - 
 

They have a low measure of self-directedness and co-operativeness and find it 
extremely difficult to effectively deal with other than routine challenges. 
Typically they are unable or unwilling to see the broader picture and tend not 
to be open to learning new ways of approaching problems for which they 
assume no personal responsibility.  
 
… [They] tend not to take responsibility for their difficulties and, instead, 
willingly attribute blame on external factors, such as drought and lack of 
government financial support. This is behaviour indicative of low self-
directedness.  [They tend] to be distrustful of community organisations … 
show minimal interest in other members of the community … have limited 
capacity for change … are unlikely to have the capacity to access 
technological data and act on it (Shrapnel and Davie, 2000: 11-16). 

 

Of further relevance to this study were extracts from the paper’s concluding 
comments - 
 

… our findings indicate that they [the rural population of group one] are, 
indeed, a special breed with characteristic (sic) that set them apart from 
members of an urban population. These personality characteristics have been 
of advantage to allow them to cope with the challenges of a rural lifestyle.  
 
… the potential of members of groups two and three to cope … is limited. For 
those in group two, this limitation is a temporary condition … However, 
members of group three have little interest in new information and, even if 
exposed to it, possess little capacity to respond, as a result of marked 
personality factors which affect their ability to cope with the stress of change. 
(Shrapnel and Davie,  2000: 15-16) 

 
To be included in the first group named the ‘special breed’, women, it can be inferred, 

should be ‘self-aware’ and ‘confident’, able to ‘organise themselves’, but could 

become ‘frustrated’ if not given opportunities for expression of their skills. Members 

of the second and third groups were seen to have diminished coping ability. The 

relevance of the paper, for the present study, lies firstly in the extent to which 

graduate rural women may have developed coping ability, and secondly in the extent 

33 



 

of opportunities for expression, or occurrences of suppression of their expertise, 

particularly for those in the first group. 

 

Rural Women 

The New South Wales Women’s Advisory Council (1986: i) states that at that time 

there were 76,700 women living on farms and properties in New South Wales. Bob 

Hawke, in his foreword to the Report of the Survey of Women in Rural Australia 

(Hawke, 1988: 1), advises that 70 per cent of Australians live in the state capitals and 

four largest provincial cities - by deduction, rural women would account for an 

unspecified proportion of the remaining 30 per cent of population. Further, it is 

acknowledged that the non-metropolitan women, who are the subject of the report, 

experience a “degree of remoteness” (Hawke, 1988), which the report describes in 

two ways - availability of public transport as “good … poor [or] none” (Hawke, 1988: 

4,6,9) and size of place of living as an indicator of remoteness.  

 
The data provided in relation to the latter would appear to pose some conflict 

with the stated concept of ‘rural’. The statistics quoted (Hawke, 1988: 9) state that, of 

the respondents to the survey of women in rural Australia, 11.5 per cent lived in cities 

of 25,000-100,000 population, 34.9 per cent lived in towns of above one thousand 

residents, and 18.6 per cent lived in towns of less than 1,000 persons. The remaining 

population was classified as living less than one hour from town (27.3 %), one to 

three hours from town (5.4 %), and in remote country areas (2.3 %).  In more general 

terms, these degrees of remoteness are described as “living too far away … 

[experiencing] lack of access  … [and being] beyond easy reach [of an inland regional 

centre]”  (Franklin, Short and Teather, 1994: 5-6). 

 

The Commonwealth Office of the Status of Women published the first issue of 

its journal Focus on Women in May 2002, in which Senator Amanda Vanstone, the 

Minister assisting the Prime Minister on the Status of Women, chose to report on 

“Women in Rural Australia” (Vanstone, 2002: 1-8). Statistical information contained 

therein is supported by material from other writers including the Women’s Advisory 

Council and the National Rural Women’s Forum (1995a), to provide a commentary 

on the situation of rural women. A number of writers have identified and discussed 
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various issues concerning rural women in general, notable amongst these being 

Margaret Alston, herself a graduate rural woman, whose work has supported the more 

specific focus of this research.   

 

The ABS recorded in 1992 that country women accounted for 15 per cent of 

Australia’s population (Franklin, Short and Teather, 1994: 3), whereas at the 1996 

census this ratio had reduced to 13 per cent and there was indicated a move to urban 

localities by all sections of rural women classed as teenagers, young adults and the 

elderly (Vanstone, 2002: 2). “Over two and a half million Australian women live 

outside the metropolitan and major provincial communities” (Bryson, 1994: vii). The 

1996 census indicates that in rural localities (which the ABS defines as comprising 

200–999 persons), there were approximately 102 men to every 100 women, and in 

areas of less than 200 people (called ‘rural balance areas’), there were approximately 

111 men to 100 women. Alston (1995a) resorts to a “guestimate” Alston (1995a: 2) to 

arrive at the figure of 250,000 farm women in Australia, while conceding that other 

sources suggest that there might be even 1.25 million women living and working on 

Australian farms, with the reason for the inexactitude being leveled at the recording 

system employed by the ABS. 

 

However many rural women there might be -  would they all view themselves 

as ‘country women’, or ‘rural women’ in keeping with the titles of the literature which 

discuss their situation? Other considerations, which my study addresses, are likely to 

influence their self-perceptions of the degree to which assumptions and observations 

about rurality might apply to them.  

 

According to the Office of the Status of Women (Vanstone, 2002: 2), the lives 

of rural women focused upon a number of areas including family life, health, 

education, work and employment, income and time management. In Vanstone’s 

(2002) publication, the statistics for rural women are based on either ABS criteria or 

on the classifications developed jointly by the Department of Primary Industries and 

Energy and the Department of Human Services and Health. However, there would 

appear to be some confusion in the use of terminology in the report, as the section 
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based on the Departmental criteria uses the term ‘rural balance’ which would seem to 

derive from ABS criteria.  

 

Women in rural Australia are more likely to be married, and are less likely to 

be separated, divorced, widowed or never married than their urban counterparts 

(Vanstone, 2002). In rural and remote areas (compared to metropolitan zones), 

women rely heavily on health information in the form of books, videos, pamphlets 

and telecommunications. In addition, female general practitioners are under-

represented in rural and remote areas, people have less access to all forms of health 

care, and nurses (rather than doctors) provide a higher proportion of services. While 

women experience similar rates of cancer incidence and mortality regardless of the 

areas (rural or urban) in which they live, obtaining treatment in the country often 

necessitates long-distance travel and absence from home. 

 
In the area of post-school education, according to Vanstone’s (2000) report, 

the proportion of women with undergraduate degrees more than doubled between 

1986 and 1996 in both rural and urban areas. By 1996, the proportion of women in 

rural localities and rural balance areas (of less than 200 people) with undergraduate 

degrees had increased to 6 per cent and 8 per cent respectively. In the capital cities, 13 

percent of the population [unstated whether women only] had a Bachelors degree or 

higher, compared to 7 per cent of the non-capital city population. Possible 

explanations for these lower levels included the point that attendance at university 

frequently requires young people to move to larger towns or cities where they often 

stay to find work after finishing their studies. It is also suggested that a degree may 

not always be the most useful qualification as skills and vocational qualifications are 

more likely to be in demand in rural areas. 

 
In the areas of work and employment, Vanstone’s (2000) report continues, in 

1996, 440,350 rural women were employed, an increase of 27 per cent since 1986. In 

1996, 34 per cent of rural women worked in paid part-time employment for less than 

25 hours a week, 28 per cent for 25-39 hours a week, and 37 per cent for 40 hours and 

over a week, while 18 per cent of employed rural women worked from home. Self-

employed rural women and women who work on the family enterprise without pay 
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are now titled ‘own account worker’ and ‘contributing family worker’ respectively, 

and are included in the agricultural statistics for total real farm income - 

 

It has been estimated that for the farm sector, excluding production for home 
consumption, the relative contribution of household work to farm GDP is 81 
per cent, and women contribute 69 per cent of household work* on farms. 
Adding together the value of women’s on-farm contributions, their off-farm 
wage income and the value of their household, volunteer and community 
work, women contribute 48 per cent of total real farm income. This 
contribution was worth almost $14 billion of the total real farm income of $29 
billion in 1995-96. (*house work is valued at $15 an hour). (Vanstone, 2002: 
6) 

 

The deficiencies in data collection and reporting on the work of women in 

rural, regional and remote Australia are “not sufficiently recognised” (Hallam-

McKenzie, 2000: 2). Hallam-McKenzie states that, within industry and occupation, 

women “are more likely to occupy positions at the lower levels … [while] men on the 

other hand, hold a far greater proportion of the senior positions, even though women 

in rural, regional and remote Australia are more likely to be better formally qualified 

than men” (Hallam-McKenzie, 2000:  9). Yet the off-farm work of rural women “in 

the last ten years has often been a financial lifesaver for the economic viability of the 

farming household” (Hallam-McKenzie, 2000: 12) even though the need to travel 

long distances, together with the cost incurred, may be prohibitive. In the area of 

income, women, regardless of whether they lived in rural or urban areas, were more 

represented at the lower end of the income distribution in 1996. At the top were urban 

men ($400 to $1,500 and over per week), followed in order by men from the rural 

balance and men from rural localities. Next came urban women, followed by women 

from the rural balance and lastly women from rural localities earning $119 per week 

or less. A footnote advises that “The report values house work at $15 an hour” 

(Vanstone 2002: 6). 

 

The statistics explaining use of time are taken from the 1997 ABS report How 

Australians Use their Time and refer to average minutes per day, firstly for rural 

women (and then for rural men), being persons aged 15 years and over. The activities 

of the day, consisting of 1,440 minutes, were apportioned according to personal care 

(including sleeping) 663 (657); employment 141 (301); education 19 (19); domestic 
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208 (105); child care 50 (14); purchasing 51 (31); voluntary work and care 28 (19); 

social and community interaction 45 (35); recreation and leisure 228 (253); and not 

stated 7 (6) (Vanstone, 2002: 7). 

   
The report by Vanstone (2000) continued by noting that people in rural 

areas have the lowest average free time per day at (508 minutes) day compared to 

major urban of 555 minutes and other urban areas of 568 minutes. Social and 

community interaction time was lowest in rural areas at 41 minutes and highest in 

major urban areas at 49 minutes. “There is a great deal of similarity in time use across 

all locality types, suggesting that gender rather than locality is likely to be the main 

factor underlying time use patterns” (Vanstone, 2002: 6). The association of locality 

and gender with time use comparisons indicates that the graduate rural women of this 

study might consider their time, and its management, to be an issue of importance to 

them. While some writers, such as Nalson (1977: 320) and Teather (1994: 5), suggest 

that the distinction between urban and rural can be somewhat indefinite in many 

circumstances, there are others, such as Alston (1995a), Dempsey (1990) and Poiner 

(1990) and who hold that rural women are concerned with a variety of issues, shared 

only marginally with urban women.   

 
The National Rural Women’s Forum (1995) identified and prioritised eight 

main issues of importance upon which to focus for the development of strategies and 

action to overcome the “enormous barriers” (National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 

3-9) faced by rural women in their communities. The Forum considered the 

‘visibility’ of rural women, their representation in decision-making processes, the 

establishment of rural women’s networks, their contribution to the sustainability of 

communities and the management of change, their education and training needs, 

together with needs for appropriate access to adequate community services and rights 

of citizenship and, finally, the formation of a policy to carry the recommendations of 

the Forum into the future.  

 
The principal concern was with the level of (or lack of) visibility and 

recognition accorded rural women. It appears that this situation arises from a general 

community attitude which tends to discount the efforts of women, and which is 

compounded by scant statistics on rural women, by weak political will to implement 
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change, and by restricted opportunities for skills training. However, it would also 

seem that the virtual invisibility of rural women is set aside when they are expected to 

“perform unpaid voluntary work to sustain rural and remote communities” (National 

Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 3-9).  Even the small tasks, known as ‘just jobs’ - “just 

come and hold this for a minute  ... just come and watch these sheep for a sec ... just 

bring the ute over here ...” (New South Wales Women’s Advisory Council, 1985: 7) - 

are of  significance.  

 

Second in priority of concerns was the point that rural women were being 

denied suitable representation in decision-making processes. Reasons given, in 

conjunction with the effects of community attitudes, above, appeared to be aligned 

with traditional and gendered viewpoints, which were seen to inhibit a sense of true 

identity, ability and intrinsic ownership of enterprises, and to be concerned with  

family responsibilities issues (National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 11). The 1998 

National Agricultural and Resources Outlook conference in Canberra found that less 

than 20 per cent of agricultural decision makers are women, although “women are the 

glue that holds the family farm together as well as [being] business planners and 

creative strategists” (Brown, 15: 1998), adding that agricultural leadership displays 

“parochial or entrenched attitudes, limited vision, short-term thinking and [evidence 

of] the ‘old boys network’” (Brown, 15: 1998). 

 

The issue of ‘networking’, which was the third concern, arose from rural 

women’s geographical and social isolation. It is this same tyranny of distance which 

would seem to both establish the need for networking and obstruct the solution to the 

problem of its provision. The participants in the National Rural Women’s Forum of 

1995 identified three barriers encountered in networking - lack of funding, lack of 

communication infrastructure and lack of commitment to continuity (National Rural 

Women’s Forum, 1995: 14). Perhaps the problem is self-perpetuating, since the cycle 

is unlikely to be broken while wholehearted support for the concept by the delegates 

to the conference is not matched in practical terms in the community of the present 

day. On the other hand, the establishment of the Country Women’s Association in 

1922, and its enduring strength through the decades, remains a practical example of 

networking assistance to isolated rural women at its best. As one rural woman is 
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quoted as saying in the Report of the Survey of Women in Rural Australia 

(Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 1988: 26), “If you’re not in the CWA 

or the church out here, then you really have no community”. Another aspect of 

networking is illustrated in a project undertaken in 1996-1997, under the guidance of 

the key person, Dr Margaret Grace from Queensland University of Technology, 

entitled Enhancing Rural Women’s Access to Interactive Communication 

Technologies. One of the aims of the project was to evaluate the use of various 

elements of electronic communications, such as computer networking systems, the 

Internet, audio teleconferencing and interactive satellite television programs, in 

providing improved network access for rural women to information about services 

such as health and education. Similar evaluations found that although there were 

many benefits from this type of networking, “women’s distinctive uses [and] needs … 

tend to be invisible or marginalised …” (Hallam-McKenzie, 2000: 21) when the 

standards are set with male viewpoints in mind. 

 
The fourth and fifth concerns were about sustainable communities, both in an 

agricultural and an environmental sense. In contrast to the three paragraphs above, the 

focus here was not on deficiencies in the situation of rural women, but on the roles 

that women might be seen to adopt, and on measures which might be within their 

capacity to take, in maintaining and promoting viable rural communities. The first of 

many issues facing contemporary rural society was identified as the need to 

“recognise and support the role of women who are involved in agriculture and 

resource management … This has never been more important” (Barratt, 1997: 1). The 

National Rural Women’s Forum continued by highlighting, amongst other items, the 

need for the training of rural leaders, the marketing of viable rural businesses and the 

quality of the rural lifestyle, the education of women to become familiar with issues of 

economic importance, and the acknowledgement of health and stress issues - such as 

rural suicide (Alston, 2000a: 6) - brought on by the impact of rural deterioration upon 

the individual. From the context of the address, the primary emphasis was taken as 

applying to the role of women and secondly to resource management, a comment 

supported by Board (1997) who sees this support as “central to the business of 

agriculture” (Board, 1997: 12). The attitude of offering “support” (Barratt 1997: 1) for 
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women in agriculture is clearly re-phrased as a need to “harness the very considerable 

energy and talent of rural women” (Anderson, 1997: 25). 

 

The Forum’s sixth concern, the education and training needs of rural women, 

is of particular relevance to this study when linked to the examination of the roles 

which women might fill in the promotion of sustainable communities. This topic is 

addressed in the next major section - education and training. 

 

The seventh concern centred upon the right of rural and remote citizens to 

experience an “adequate and equitable quality of life” (National Rural Women’s 

Forum, 1995: 24). Basic services, such as those provided by Social Security and those 

issues encompassing child care, health and welfare, domestic violence, 

communications, transport, drought and mice plagues, were considered. The most 

important of those affecting rural women were held to be health and social services, 

while rural families were worried about educational facilities, employment and the 

rural sector economy, according to Gooday (1995: 3). In a number of instances the 

milder terminology of ‘concern’ about certain issues changed to ‘fear’, as in “fears of 

losing doctors and of being unable to educate our children” (McGauchie, 1997: 77).  

 
However, according to some authors, not every rural woman appears to live in 

fear, express concern and challenge barriers in their daily lives. There are benefits in 

the rural social circumstance. No matter how severe the drought or flooding the rains 

or hard the work or overpowering the mice and locusts, country women will speak of 

another side to their experiences. In fact, “many women do not feel disadvantaged, 

because they feel their lives encompass many activities which give them and their 

families an enhanced quality of life” (Alston, 1995a: 110). Left unspecified, perhaps 

for lack of argument to the contrary, are the details of these experiences which afford 

such quality of life. Perhaps country people of long standing are silently in harmony 

with the message of Banjo Paterson’s words, as he shuns “the foetid air and gritty of 

the dusty, dirty city ... and the language uninviting of the gutter children fighting ... 

with their eager eyes and greedy, and their stunted forms and weedy, for townsfolk 

have no time to grow, they have no time to waste” (Gauvin, 1987: 12).  Rather, his 

pen sees “the vision splendid of the sunlit plains extended, and at night the wondrous 
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glory of the everlasting stars” (Gauvin, 1987: 12). In more prosaic terms,  “It was 

evident that Frances has had a very satisfying life on the farm” (Alston, 1995a: 96).   

 
And perhaps the message gained from a deeper understanding of country life 

has been felt elsewhere, even decades ago and in a different rural context, as 

expressed in a United States publication - 

One of the most fundamental facts of country life is that one is always 
learning ... [that one has] ... skills to take care of our most basic and real 
needs. This self-reliance fosters an incredible strength. It is a hard and 
demanding way to live, but one rich and sustaining. (Thomas and Tetrault, 
1976: xv-xvi). 

 
The experiences, harsh or rewarding, of living in remote locations can be told by 

many rural women, like Frances and others above, and by the participants in this 

study.  

 

The eighth and final issue, the formation of a policy for the future, discussed at 

the 1995 National Women’s Forum under the heading ‘Future Directions’, was 

concerned with identifying ways in which the voices of rural and remote women 

might carry more emphasis in expressing their concerns and in decision- and policy-

making processes (National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 27). A similar view, 

expressed by Anderson (1997: 93) at the National Forum on Women in Agriculture 

and Resource Management (1997), is mirrored in the practical and hopeful words that 

farm women will be able to “speak out about the effects of the crisis on agriculture” 

(Alston, 1994: 17). The ‘effects of the crisis’, as far as rural women were concerned, 

were seen to produce an unpromising future, in which there would be negative growth 

and loss of “commitment to agriculture” (Alston, 1994: 17).  It was therefore 

contemplated, if not already established, that rural women would replace hired labour, 

having the effect of reducing their capacity for voluntary community work, for 

attention to domestic responsibilities and for participation in leisure activities. At 

some point, it was argued that the resultant reduction in standards of living, together 

with the attendant health and social stresses, would erode the very substance of the 

rural life. “The face of agricultural production in the future will be changed 

dramatically as many more families leave the industry” (Alston, 1994: 17).  
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Alternatively, ‘off-farm’ work would be sought by many rural women as a means of 

raising revenue to keep the family enterprise afloat. It was to this end that significant 

emphasis was placed upon the education and training of rural women, to either 

enhance their present skills or to retrain them for adaptation to other income-

producing activities.  

 
Education and Training 

Tertiary education embraces an educational endeavour which might apply to both the 

student completing a secondary course of education, or to a mature-age person 

embarking upon, returning to, or continuing along, a path of further studies. The 

phrase “lifelong learning” (Long, 1983: 266), indicates that learning need not cease 

upon the completion of formal schooling. Given the range of opportunities for 

learning activities that are open to tertiary students of all ages, the literature makes 

little distinction, between university (academic) and other courses such as trade 

certificates, diplomas and awards which address a wide range of general and specialist 

skills, when discussing the issues relevant to tertiary education. 

 

The Path to University 

It has been recognised, over the past several decades, that girls from established rural 

backgrounds are encouraged to take up the opportunity of studying at a tertiary level, 

with this higher level of education frequently culminating in the attainment of a 

university degree (Alston, 1995a: 135; Encel and Campbell, 1991: 97-99; Nalson, 

1977: 319). However the pathway to university, for rural children, frequently 

commences for quite different reasons than those of city adolescents. From an early 

age, many children who live on outlying stations have already been attending 

boarding school during their primary and secondary school years. It is a natural 

progression for education to continue at a university level, where family 

circumstances permit. Indeed, a “disproportionately high number” (Anderson, 1990: 

219) of university entrants come from private schools, and this number would include 

those from such establishments in major country towns. In Australia, it is generally 

accepted that private schools fill a need experienced by families living in rural and 

remote areas. Due to the isolation of country properties and the limited choice of 

educational opportunities otherwise available to children of school age, it is often 
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necessary for these children to travel long distances for day classes or to enter private 

boarding school to experience face-to-face teaching. This situation may exist for the 

entire duration of their school lives, with the continuation to university being a natural 

extension of the established learning routine. As private schools derive the major 

portion of their resources from privately funded students, the family’s provision of 

schooling for their child or children may be achieved, in some circumstances, at 

significant expense, hardship and denial of other family benefits.  

 

Where a university education is undertaken for reasons, as above, which may 

not necessarily be focused on a career path, the purpose of universities is under 

question. Whether they exist “to prepare the young of the established classes for their 

roles as leaders, or to provide opportunities for bright children of more humble 

origins; [and whether the effect is] to consolidate the established social order or to 

help create a more open one” (Anderson, 1990: 219) is a consideration. In view of this 

divergence in aims, two questions are debated by Anderson: firstly - should the 

university curriculum favour “high culture” over “more utilitarian knowledge”, and 

secondly - where public funds bestow educational benefits on individual students 

from “the working class, the female sex or ethnic communities”, there is a “dubious 

assumption” that these beneficiaries will “use their professional qualifications for the 

particular benefit of their group” (Anderson, 1990: 220).  

 

The argument supporting this latter contention would appear to rest upon the 

claimed socialising effects (Anderson, 1990: 234) of higher education imparted by the 

university culture. Not only are knowledge and skills acquired, but also evident is the 

development of attitudes to the place and purpose of knowledge, the development of 

an enquiring mind, and the reinforcing of “beliefs and dispositions associated with 

particular professions” (Anderson, 1990: 233). This “dual socialisation, by university 

and by profession” has two opposing effects: the university experience leads the 

student towards “a more critical and less self-centred perspective on society” 

(Anderson, 1990: 234), while on the other hand the professional influence leads to a 

“strongly self-interested position” (Anderson, 1990: 234). He maintains that in this 

way private schools, collectively, “assist in developing conservative values” 

(Anderson, 1990: 235) and, when considered in conjunction with higher education, 

44 



 

“make a distinctive contribution to inequality” (Anderson, 1990: 235), a contribution 

which helps sustain (not create) an already unequal society. It could be inferred from 

this comparison that, should the ‘dual socialisation’ to which Anderson refers be 

valid, there are implications for this study. In post-university professional and 

everyday life, one might expect to see evidence of professionally-oriented and 

therefore ‘self-interested’ graduates together with those who would have a ‘less self-

centred perspective on society’, with perhaps both characteristics shared by the same 

people. 

 

The University Experience 

Information on students’ perceptions of their attendance at university, together with 

the universities’ assessments of their participation in the courses offered, is contained 

in many surveys documented at the time of the university experience. The surveys 

undertaken by the university may be for the purpose of obtaining a range of statistical 

data. The Lee, Jolly, Kench and Gelonesi (2000) study, from the Faculty of Health 

Sciences at Sydney University, used the First Year Experience Questionnaire of 

McInnes and James. Students from all backgrounds reported on their levels of 

satisfaction with the university experience with reference to information about their 

demographics, attitudes and perceptions. Justification for this emphasis was reflected 

in the statements that “satisfaction with university is an important educational 

outcome in its own right”, “satisfaction is related to student performance”, and 

“satisfaction is considered to be a predictor of student persistence at university” (Lee, 

Jolly, Kench and Gelonesi, 2000: 1). There is also acknowledgment that this 

information is of some considerable importance to the administration in view of the 

“increasing competition for students between institutions …” (Lee, Jolly, Kench and 

Gelonesi, 2000: 1). The view of one American student from Washington University 

who had just completed his course, that “with every activity he has further widened 

his breadth of friendships” (Moessner, 1999: 1), was confirmed by the student who 

added, “The most vivid thing I take away from here is the extraordinary people I’ve 

met … I’ve been able to learn different things from a broad variety of intelligent and 

active people. It’s been a great setting”(Moessner, 1999: 1). However, the information 

so obtained from both the universities and the students’ comments is of a current time, 

as a snapshot of impressions while the events are young. It is for this study to explore 

45 



 

the impact and import of those experiences in post-university circumstances, as 

reflection comes with maturity and the benefit of hindsight to reveal aspects of the 

university experience which might not then have been discernible. 

 

 The Graduate Careers Council of Australia has for over a decade conducted 

research in association with Australian universities via the Course Experience 

Questionnaire (CEQ). However, the data are specifically on graduates’ satisfaction 

with various aspects of their degree programs (e.g. good teaching, appropriate 

workload, appropriate assessment, skills developed, etc.) rather than on the broader 

implications of their education. While breakdowns of the data from 1994 to 2003 are 

provided on the web site (http://www.avcc.edu.au/students/gradlink/gcca/), of the 

Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, those breakdowns are by institution, level 

of award and field of study. Demographic breakdowns (e.g. rural vs urban) are not 

available. Again, these students are surveyed very soon after graduation. 

 

 Substantial study has also been done on graduate attributes in later 

employment, especially generic skills (see Crebert et al., 2004), but there has been 

little work on Australian students’ perceptions – and certainly not rural graduate 

women’s perceptions – of the broader meaning of a university education for their 

lives. 

 

Rural Aspects of  a Tertiary Education 

The education and training needs of rural women were seen, from the conclusions of 

the National Rural Women’s Forum (1995), to be restricted by a number of 

deficiencies in the existing circumstances of prioritising and provision on the part of 

Government. It was stated that the costs of training and associated materials, the lack 

of appropriate child care facilities, and the construction, style and content of courses 

contributed to the view that “urgent attention [should be given to this] important 

factor in overcoming the isolation of rural and remote dwellers” (National Rural 

Women’s Forum, 1995: 21).  

  

Some rural women turn to TAFE as a means of acquiring skills that will 

enable them to supplement their family income and as a means of overcoming 
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isolation (Department of the Prime Minister, 1988: 25; Mageean, 988: 26, 61). TAFE 

also is seen as a means of integration and development for minority groups such as 

Aboriginal people and migrants. A report - in part about farmers’ attitudes to tertiary 

education (gender unspecified) - found that in the communities studied “there is in 

general an unfavourable climate for more formal, longer term learning such as that 

offered by tertiary education” (Johnson, Bone and Knight, 1997: ii). The reason would 

seem to lie in the counter-balancing positive approach to short term learning, “such as 

that provided by field days, seminars [and] special groups” or by learning from 

neighbours’ experiences (Johnson, Bone and Knight, 1997: iii). It would also seem 

that the farmers felt that making a commitment to long term learning was just too 

difficult to accomplish, in mental preparation, and because of physical constraints and 

lack of confidence in the provision system. 

 

In addressing such reluctance to participate in long term post-compulsory 

education, Kilpatrick (1997) stated that, to be effective, programs should “encourage 

participation, be cost effective and also result in positive outcomes for individuals, 

businesses and consequently for rural society” Kilpatrick (1997: 3). In other words, 

the outcomes should be worth the time, effort and expense of participation. However, 

there has to be a perception, beforehand, that such a benefit will ensue and she 

suggests that prospective participants consult “multiple information sources” 

(Kilpatrick, 1997: 5) to overcome perceived doubts. The Kilpatrick report makes no 

distinction as to the gender of the farmers and farm managers surveyed in Tasmania, 

but recommends that the groups of people participating in educational programs 

should, amongst other things, “regard each other as similar [and that there should be 

a] reduction or removal of barriers to learning such as child care and travel” 

(Kilpatrick, 1997). 

 

An example of an educational opportunity of a more specific nature was that 

reported by Warner (1993), a science and technology access programme for rural 

women offered through the University of Central Queensland, entitled Women Into 

Science and Technology (WIST). The distance education mode employed was found 

to have both obvious benefits and some problems for isolated rural women. The 

problems, including lack of self-confidence, were addressed by establishing support 
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networks using resources such as teleconferencing, newsletters and informal contact 

persons to foster links between students and co-ordinators and lecturers.  

 

It can be seem that a variety of approaches to education and training may be 

combined to afford effective delivery to remote areas. When these methods are 

considered in conjunction with the recommendations of the report on the scope of 

adult and community education, entitled Come in Cinderella (Department of 

Education, Employment & Training, 1991), an idea of the complexity of the 

implementation of programmes becomes apparent. One particular point of contention 

would appear to dominate all others - who pays for the provision and who pays for the 

participation? If ‘funding’, the popular word, were not a problem, there is little doubt 

that many plans, schemes, packages, programmes, initiatives and projects would find 

some measure of favour and enduring success. Encouragement for women to 

participate has even included the suggestion that rural women be offered “bursaries” 

(Department of Primary Industries & Energy, 1997: 123). However, the responsibility 

for paying appears to lie somewhere between the government providers and the 

participant beneficiaries of the education and training provision, with the balance of 

obligation generally being ascribed by either party to the other party. The tenor of the 

Forum’s recommendations is evident from the following extracts – 

 
That the State and Federal governments provide continuity of funding to 
enable rural and remote women and their families access to relevant education 
and training ... 
 
That the State and Federal Government provide sufficient funding to allow 
rural and remote children to access quality education of their choice ... 
 
That the Federal government ensure more equitable access to rural students by 
providing increased funding [and] ... by providing a ... tutor allowance ... 
(National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 21,22). 
 

From words which accompanied the recommendations, such as “[the delegates] 

demanded”  (National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 21), and  “[the delegates] insist” 

(National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995: 22), it is also implied that various measures 

for education and training should be given “urgent attention” (National Rural 

Women’s Forum, 1995: 21).  
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On the other hand, Stanley and Munn’s research, funded, incidentally, by a 

Rural Access Program grant provided by the Commonwealth Department of Primary 

Industries and Energy, cited “lack of income” (Stanley and Munn, 1993: 115) as one 

of the main barriers to participation, with the suggestion that an “economic upturn, 

therefore increasing finances” (Stanley and Munn, 1993: 117) could be the remedy. 

The import of the remark that, in a healthy economy, the responsibility for the costs of 

further education could reasonably be met by participants was somewhat diminished 

by a following comment that “various forms of (financial) assistance [from 

government] were considered desirable” (Stanley and Munn, 1993: 118). 

Alternatively, there was a recommendation for “making better utilisation of existing 

resources” (Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) 1997: 65) – and surely 

these would have to include graduate rural women. A further consequence of 

government funding was also evident. Where a project had been financed from the 

public purse and had been successful, continuing support of a similar nature was not 

only requested and expected, but demanded as a right (National Rural Women’s 

Forum, 1995: 21-23).  

 

The provision of such education and training provision may have differing 

consequences for men and women and this has long been recognised - 

 
Some women say that it seems to them that many young farm men will often 
pursue a course of study which will take them back to the land, whereas young 
farm women will rarely do likewise. They are much less likely to return to farm 
or rural life once their tertiary education is complete than are rural men. 
(Department of the Prime Minister, 1988: 26) 

 

The above quotation refers in part to rural-born-and-bred young women whose 

education and training would be likely to lead them away from the rural setting. 

Unmentioned is the likely outcome of the further education of older, resident rural 

women whose mature-age training would not only enable them to remain on the land 

and occupy management roles on the property, but would also increase their skills in 

participating in off-farm work, of a similar nature to that described by Alston (1995a). 

It can be seen that not only might the education and training of rural people have 
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differing consequences for men and women but could also have differing outcomes 

for young and mature-age rural women who undertake further study. 

 
Recognition of Attainments 

The entry of women to the professions in earlier times was difficult to achieve, with 

the ‘access to education’ being only the initial hurdle to overcome, according to a 

quotation from a 1938 lecture given by Virginia Woolf: “Women had a long struggle 

to persuade the universities that they had the brains which would enable them to pass 

examinations” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 20). Career development depended upon 

matters such as opportunities for practical training and is affected, even at the present 

time and to a certain extent, by the image of women as lacking in ‘professional 

authority’ (Pringle, 1994: 206). “Even at the level of individual achievement in the 

professions ... most women are constrained to moderate their ambitions and to accept 

subordinate roles” (Encel and Campbell, 1991: 45). 

 

If this comment were to be accepted as applicable to professional women in 

general, the consequence for such women in the rural context, whose career 

opportunities could be seen as being even more constrained, is relevant. The term ‘the 

glass ceiling’ (Pringle, 1994: 205) describes the barrier which is ultimately capable of 

being broken to allow women access to higher positions. The derivative term ‘grass 

ceiling’ (Alston, 2002: 5) indicates a corresponding rural orientation. In these 

circumstances graduate women contemplating rural professional careers might further 

question the impact and import of a university education. 

   

The academic accomplishments of rural women are seldom documented as 

representing a valuable resource in their own right, leaving an impression that ‘rural 

women’, as a class of people, are part of the rural circumstance without 

acknowledgment of any significant educational achievement. They are presumed to be 

educationally featureless and statistically insignificant, to be molded into shape by the 

training programmes of institutions, access to which is often seen as limited by the 

‘barriers’ of rural isolation and gender inequality (Alston, 1995b:  21; ANTA, 1997:  

27; Department of Primary Industries and Energy, 1997; Grace, 1994; Kilpatrick, 

1997; Lucardie, 1994: 111, 183; Mageean, 1988; Poole, Langan-Fox and Omodei, 
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1991: 1000; Stanley and Munn, 1993). Of those graduates who marry into rural 

families, the observation is made that they are likely to come as nurses and teachers 

(Encel and Campbell, 1991: 99; Nalson, 1977: 319) but not in sufficient numbers to 

balance the outflow reported by the Department of the Prime Minister (1988: 26).  

Yet, in describing the changing structure of the Australian workforce, Western and 

Western (1990) contrast the significant increase in professional and similar 

occupations (relevant to urban communities) with the “corresponding decrease” 

(Western and Western, 1990: 85) in farmers and like workers (typifying rural 

vocations). This situation is further demonstrated in the commentaries on regional 

youth migration (from rural to urban locations) (Gabriel, 2000) and on changing 

social identities in the farming communities where the management of farms is more 

likely to require “skills that have much in common with other business managers 

outside agriculture” (Bryant, 1999: 50).  

 
Recognition could be seen to be achieved, for the graduate rural women of this 

research, in two particular ways - according to social criteria and according to 

occupational criteria - which are aligned with the “dual socialisation, by university 

and by profession” (Anderson, 1990: 234) as outlined earlier in The Path to 

University. The concurrent themes of cultural status and utilitarian knowledge 

emphasise the problem of what would appear to be lack of recognition of the import 

of a university education for rural women. Given that attainments need a theatre in 

which to perform and an audience to grant recognition, it could be concluded that the 

current rural circumstance provides little opportunity at a socio-cultural level, and 

only slightly more scope in rural occupations, for rural women to apply their graduate 

expertise – as farmers in the following instance - 

The essentially masculine culture of rural communities, coupled with 
the domination of men and the subordination of women, means that 
women continue to have difficulty in being accepted as farmers. This 
further means that despite women’s higher levels of tertiary education, 
their skills are not being effectively utilised, and therefore their 
chances of taking a stronger lead in rural communities is diminished. 
(Johnson, Bone and Knight,1997: iii) 
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The documentation of instances of wider recognition of women’s 

accomplishments in rural and remote areas remains sparse. “Their qualifications are 

either not recognised as suitable, or not recognised at all” (Hallam-McKenzie, 2000: 

15). Hallam-McKenzie continues with the warning that in overlooking this expertise, 

the “potential cost to industry and society … is immeasurable” (Hallam-McKenzie, 

2000: 19). How, then, might graduate experience not languish, but be put to beneficial 

use? According to the literature there are a number of avenues to be explored that 

could encourage the utilisation of graduate women’s expertise. 

 
The Application of Graduate Experience  

With the advent of ‘agribusiness’ enterprises (Alston, 1995a: 9; Giddens, 1990: 529), 

supported by technological innovation, there has been a shift from labour-intensive 

rural production to planned management, which has benefited not only the larger 

enterprises, but has also enabled the small agriculturalist to coordinate resources more 

efficiently. It is this area of activity, involving “information technology” (Giddens, 

1990: 288), which could see the expertise of graduate rural women become more 

relevant to their own rural circumstance. It is this emerging “information society, 

service society or knowledge society” (Giddens, 1990: 648) which may indeed see the 

union, rather than the divergence, of the social and occupational elements of a 

university education.  

 

There is at least one catch to the easy acceptance of this idea. A person’s 

contribution of skill to a given situation is acceptable only so far as it “fits ... the 

system’s efficiency” (Hill, 1990: 268). The corollary, therefore, is that if expertise, 

such as the graduate experience of women, is to be embraced and used effectively, it 

may be that systems might need to adapt to, or otherwise lose, the human resources on 

offer (Hill, 1990: 276 - 281). “A new consciousness is necessary … [It requires] the 

involvement of all Australians in every aspect of their participation within education, 

research, politics, and the Australian labour force ... Each of  us needs to act to 

determine our own future” (Hill, 1990: 284). 

 

However, where the achieved application of graduate experience, for example 

of the women of this study, falls short of their desired utilisation of their skills, in 
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whatever form, the resultant discrepancy presents as an unfulfilled need, or the 

“distance between an aspiration and a reality” (Wlodkowski, 1991: 111), which may 

have significant bearing on the participants’ perceptions of themselves and their 

situations, particularly in relation to community evaluations (Western and Western, 

1990: 78). In coming to terms with the future utilisation of skills, there is need to 

consider the “negative phenomenon” (Giddens, 1990: 511-513) of unemployment 

with the possible substantial reorganisation of the nature of careers. Further, his 

contention that women “have lower expectations of their careers than men” (Giddens, 

1990: 512) could contribute to the emergence of a “diversity of life-styles followed 

outside the sphere of permanent paid work … [where] individuals occupy themselves 

with a variety of non-work pursuits offering enjoyment of personal fulfilment” 

(Giddens, 1990: 513). 

 

Moreover, the situation of graduate rural women - often professionals without 

purpose in the current state of rural decline - reveals a further problem, stemming 

from the very nature of their tertiary training. As Giddens (1990: 286) explains, 

professionals whose expertise has been grounded in a long period of learning and who 

have been trained to think and reason independently, do not easily conform to a 

situation where performance of routine duties is the norm. It could be construed that 

unemployed professionals may have less opportunity for finding self-satisfaction in 

expression of their capabilities than non-graduates. On the other hand, it is this aspect 

of independent observation and thinking which might also provide solutions to rural 

community problems, in ways which might never have been devised or implemented 

by people not personally facing such uncertainty. 

 

Therefore, not only the public application of expertise needs to be considered.  

The impact and import of a university education could be subtle and even more far-

reaching in the private nature of its influence on the participants’ lives and community 

well-being. The devaluing of women’s achievements could not be more eloquently 

expressed than by Giddens (1990), who links unemployment with women’s work, as 

if they were equivalent, by heading one of his chapters, “Unemployment, women’s 

work and the informal economy” (Giddens, 1990: 502). 
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To combat such attitudes, Alston (2002) in her paper Women’s representation 

in a rural context closes by quoting from Fran Rowe - 

 
We are different Prime Minister, not because of any particular characteristic, 
but because we are a valuable Australian resource which is unrecognised, 
under-utilised and which has the potential to assist regional Australia to 
achieve our vision of an energetic, thriving rural sector. (Rowe, Rural 
Women’s Unit, 1996) 

 

Graduate Rural Women 

In the statistics of the 1996 census unpublished figures, which were reported in the 

first issue of Focus on Women (Vanstone, 2002), from the Office of the Status of 

Women, graduate rural women were identified as belonging to the increasing ‘rural 

women non-capital population’ possessing an undergraduate degree. There was some 

reference to seven per cent of the non-capital population having a Bachelors degree or 

higher, as opposed to 13 per cent of those living in capital cities (Vanstone, 2002: 4), 

but no indication of the male/female or degree/higher degree ratios was given. 

Similarly, the New South Wales Department of State and Regional Development 

(2003) provides little specific information on graduate rural women in their statistics 

for the state, listing a total of persons (gender and locality unspecified) with a 

Bachelors degree at 525,750 and with a higher degree at 108,468. The incidence of 

graduate rural women was recorded in the Hallam-McKenzie (2000: 10) paper, where 

the ABS 1996 ratio of rural Bachelors degrees was approximately 1:1.5 in favour of 

women, but for rural higher degrees the ratio was approximately 2.5:1 in favour of 

men. Yet earlier-referenced literature (Alston, 2002: 4) held that rural women were 

more likely to be better educated than their male counterparts. 

 
In an endeavour to find further documented evidence of the academic 

attainments of rural women, likely sources of information were considered. 

Universities provided statistical data to the point of the women’s graduation. Women 

employed in most educational,  health and other professional occupations in the 

country would generally be expected to have tertiary, if not higher education, 

qualifications. Business and employment surveys acknowledged that there are women 

in executive positions, although there was little definitive evidence of their university 

qualifications, nor was any distinction made between urban and rural situations. The 
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extensive literature on rural themes concerning women placed no emphasis on 

graduate status. It was left to self-generated community groups, and others such as 

specific professional associations and the various branches of the Australian 

Federation of University Women, for example, to give recognition to graduate women 

for the considerable time, effort and expense devoted by women to their higher 

education and to the general advancement of community capital.  

 

In the introduction to this chapter, I spoke of exploring the literature as a basis 

for interpreting the data to be gathered in the research on the impact and import of a 

university education for graduate rural women. It soon became apparent that the 

implications of the research question, itself concise, were wide-ranging in their 

approach to a broad spectrum of bases, methods and fields of enquiry. It was also 

realised that a review of the existing literature had two distinct functions: firstly to 

inform and facilitate the conduct of the enquiry; and secondly to provide an insight 

into the existing store of knowledge pertaining to the research question so that the 

contribution of new knowledge would be clearly identifiable. 

 

The focus of the research was directed at the perceptions of a specific section 

of society, graduate rural women, and in so doing was informed by the feminist 

literature in its approaches to interpreting women’s ways of knowing and the 

expression of their perceptions. Production of knowledge arising from the women’s 

articulations was recognised primarily within that feminist context while 

acknowledging that the ‘rural graduate’ viewpoint had not previously held sway in the 

literature. The second area of the research, the rural orientation, drew upon the variety 

of interpretations of that feature depicted in the literature to provide an opportunity for 

unique comparisons between the existing knowledge base and the introduction of new 

concepts from this research. Rurality would now be viewed from the ‘graduate 

women’s’ appreciation of their situation in a way not previously recorded. The choice 

of rural women as participants meant that there was not only a blending of the 

characteristics of these two facets – rural and women - of the research and the 

literature, but a realisation that ‘rural women’, from the participants’ viewpoints, were 

emerging as entities and personalities above and beyond the dissociated general and 

feminist literature. The third, graduate facet of the study became the key to linking 
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rural women with a recognised level of educational attainment in a way which created 

a network of exciting enquiry for which there was no precedent in the literature and 

there were no answers other than the conclusions reached in this study. 

 

In conjunction with the focus on the graduate level of educational attainment, 

there were additional, interrelated areas for exploration and association with the main 

themes of the research – the impact and import of a university education. The location 

of the participants in a rural environment invited discussion of rural concepts to 

include the historic, geographic, economic and social aspects of life in that context 

from graduate women’s viewpoints. Reference to each of these aspects of the 

participants’ lives invited opportunities for development of new understanding.  

 

 

 

 

 

56 



 

CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 

This chapter, describing the methods employed to carry out the research, is divided 

into three major sections, the Conceptual Framework, the Research Design and the 

Research Implementation. 

 

The Conceptual Framework outlines the principal considerations addressed in 

determining the nature and design of the research. The Research Design provides a 

structure for the gathering and interpretation of data in accordance with accepted 

research procedures, while acknowledging the particular aspects of this study. The 

Research Implementation details the nature and sequence of events used to implement 

the research design. “Men and women have long been concerned [with coming] to 

grips with their environment … [they accumulate their own] body of knowledge and 

skills” Cohen and Manion (1994: 1), as they interact with their environment, and it is 

from the basis of this reservoir of perceptions that research may proceed. 

 

The Conceptual Framework 

In this study an interpretivist-feminist approach was concerned with what graduate 

women themselves think and felt about their education, its importance and meaning, 

and its impact as they lived in the rural context. My approach to seeking data reflected 

some of the patterns of knowing that are associated with the results of past feminist 

research into women’s ways of knowing: for example, ‘connected knowing’, “seeing 

the other not in their own terms but in the other’s terms [with a concern for] truth that 

is personal, particular, and grounded in firsthand experience” (Belenky et al., 1986: 

113). My own background enabled me to identify with and value the perspectives of 

graduate rural women, and allowed a rapport and a relationship with the participants 

that might not otherwise have been possible. I was not “weeding out the self” but 

allowing “the self back into the process of knowing” (Belenky et al., 1986: 136). It 

was also important that I be disciplined in constantly focusing on what the participants 

in the study thought and felt, that I be scrupulous in ensuring that their words were at 

the heart of my interpretation and that I did not hasten to interpret their own 

experiences through my own. Paraphrasing the words from Belenky et al. (1986) 

above, I wished to see graduate rural women not in my own terms but in their own 
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terms, though my own subjective experiences were neither discounted nor rejected as 

having influenced my capacity to understand. As Shulamit Reinharz, the feminist 

sociologist, has said: “I will never know the experience of others, but I can know my 

own, and I can approximate theirs by entering their world. This approximation marks 

the tragic, perpetually inadequate aspect of social research” (Reinharz, 1984: 365).  I 

wished also to see the participants not as an abstract category of women (graduate, 

rural) but as particular individuals experiencing their rural context as women 

graduates, so that variations among them would be respected and fully acknowledged. 

In research in education, it has been recognised that feminist research needs to present 

a challenge to “a view of education which is concerned with only male experience, 

and which treats that experience as the ‘norm’” (Thomas, 1990: 10). Early 

expressions of feminist concerns based on humane principles, for example, Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s 1792 Vindication of the Rights of Women and John Stuart Mill’s The 

Subjection of Women in 1867, have led in academic research to a focus on women or 

girls to counteract research in which only males were considered. There is a feminist 

recognition of the importance of studying women whose perspectives have been 

neglected. Perhaps because the rise of feminism and the rise of qualitative research 

occurred in the same general time period, there is a convergence of some of the tenets 

of feminist research and qualitative research. Many feminist methods are consistent 

with, and are influenced by qualitative methods in a broader sense. 

 

The research can be described as adopting a qualitative-interpretivist 

approach. According to Keeves (1988: 4), “two major philosophical traditions have 

influenced the quest for knowledge concerning the world in which we live”. The 

humanistic paradigm and the scientific paradigm to which he refers are now seen as 

being complementary in their roles for the advancement of knowledge, as the latter, 

embodying the positivistic approach to the social world (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 7), 

has been acknowledged as being inadequate in taking into account “all the many 

aspects of human behaviour and the influences of the social context on that 

behaviour” (Keeves, 1988: 4). A distinction between the humanistic and scientific 

paradigms arises from the study in the 1890s by the German philosopher Wilhelm 

Dilthey, in which he refers to Erklären (to explain) and Verstehen (to understand) 

(Husén, 1998: 17). 
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The objective of the scientific research paradigm is to explain. From scientific 

observation, research is “systematic and controlled” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 4). 

Hypotheses are propounded, tested, matched against existing knowledge, and used to 

predict and direct future events. This approach may be termed a “quantitative-

statistical method” (Keeves, 1988: 4). Yet there is a need to recognise that people are 

individually different, living and observing and learning in a social world, which 

becomes to them the social reality of “the relationship between human beings and 

their environment” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 6).  

 

The purpose of humanistic research is to understand that social relationship. It 

may be described from a “humanistic-qualitative” (Keeves, 1988: 4) aspect and is 

complementary to the scientific approach, since each provides an insight into 

perceptions not readily afforded by the other. Cohen and Manion (1994) explain that 

there are two conceptions of social reality, with the first being “external to individuals 

– imposing itself on their consciousness from without” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 6); 

the second being a product of the individual’s consciousness – created by the self – 

“by one’s own mind” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 6). For this research, these two 

conceptions of social reality were suggested in the terms impact and import since they 

reflect both imposed and self-formed mental constructs. Thus the “relationship 

between human beings and their environment” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 6) suggests 

that the individual is both re-active to imposed consciousness and pro-active in 

initiating his or her own actions. The interpretation of these realms of consciousness, 

for the purpose of understanding, indicates a qualitative-interpretivist approach to 

“the kind of data sought and their mode of treatment” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 8). 

In my adaptation of a table depicting bases for interpreting social reality (Cohen and 

Manion, 1994: 10), conceptions of social reality to be addressed in this manner might 

include statements indicating the possibility that - 

 
- different people construe the world in very different ways; 

- individuals act singly or together; 

- individuals place meanings upon their actions; 

- individuals group meanings into sets to make sense of their world and 

behaviour within it; 
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- meaningful relationships and resultant consequences are revealed; 

- the representation of reality is for purposes of comparison; 

- the values of people with access to power govern society; 

- some people control instruments of power and can use them to attain ends 

which seem good to them; 

- given diverse human ends, there is always conflict among people acting to 

pursue them; 

- values are embodied in action; 

- change refers to changing the people or changing the values. 

 

Conflict in social reality is further discussed by Candy (1989) and Carr and 

Kemmis (1983), who show that conflict may arise simply because different social 

groups have differing interpretations of reality. The perspective of one group may be 

taken to be more acceptable than that of the other. An ideal example of conflicting 

views of reality is that between two social groups defined by gender in their 

interpretation of reality (more on the sense in which my research was ‘feminist’ later). 

Candy (1989: 7) offers the “guiding assumption [that] any interpretive explanation 

makes sense against a background of social rules, practices and beliefs” Candy (1989: 

7). His conclusion is that “social reality is both shaped by, and shapes, the 

interpretations and perceptions of individuals” (Candy, 1989: 6). In this research the 

individuals were the graduate rural women who saw themselves in relation to the 

social expectations and activities of the rural communities in which they lived. 

 

The ‘mode of treatment’ appropriate for such material leads to further 

reflection upon the type of information sought. The tasks of explaining or 

understanding the gathered data, according to the scientific or humanistic paradigms, 

need not necessarily be mutually exclusive (Borg and Gall, 1989: 383), but since the 

study was concerned with perceptions, an understanding of the distinction between 

qualitative and quantitative information was relevant.  

 

‘Humanistic’ research is associated with ‘qualitative’ and ‘scientific’ research 

with ‘quantitative’ types of data or information. However, Borg and Gall (1989: 383) 

select five areas for comparison between their models: ‘positivistic’ - leaning towards 
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the scientific - and ‘naturalistic’ – leaning towards the humanistic examples. They 

compare the nature of reality, the relationship between the researcher and subject, the 

possibilities of generalisation and causal linkages, and the role of values in enquiry. 

 

In these five areas Borg and Gall (1989) explain that, in the positivistic model, 

human characteristics and processes occur under a wide variety of conditions. 

However, generalisation occurs and contributes to a body of knowledge held to be 

reliable over time, given similar circumstances. Different variables within each 

phenomenon may be studied independently to form a composite picture from which 

prediction and control may be exercised at levels exceeding chance. The links 

between cause and effect may be possible to establish when research is valid and 

comprehensive, by research methods which seek to reduce the interaction between the 

researcher and subject to a minimum in a value-free context so far as is possible. 

 

In the naturalistic model there are no human characteristics or processes which 

can be generalised, as each phenomenon is different and can only be studied 

holistically. No prediction or control can be achieved, although some level of 

understanding may develop, which in anthropological circumstances, can lead to the 

observation of actions, interactions and statements of individuals being grouped 

“according to similarities … [where] it is impossible to distinguish causes from 

effects” (Borg and Gall, 1989: 384). In this model, the researcher and subject are 

“inseparably interconnected” (Borg and Gall, 1989: 384), where the enquiries are 

“inevitably influenced by the values of the researcher, the choice of theory, the 

methodology employed, and the values inherent in the context of the enquiry” (Borg 

and Gall, 1989: 385). Ultimately the choice of an approach rests with an assessment 

“based on [the] ‘goodness of fit’ or appropriateness to the subject of the inquiry” 

(Candy, 1989: 10). Three elements of this research, in narrowing focus, were 

recognised as being among those significant to this study – the participants’ 

perceptions with reference to epistemology, the interpretation by the researcher of 

those articulated perceptions, and the methods available to the researcher for 

gathering that information. As Borg and Gall (1989) state, “much can be learned from 

human subjects simply by asking for their perceptions” Borg and Gall (1989: 386). 

True to the nature of the enquiry, the three elements were understood as an 
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interwoven whole, with each dependent upon the other to reveal the anticipated 

information. In acknowledging the naturalistic criteria suggested by Borg and Gall, 

with the predominant purpose being to understand rather than explain, this study may 

be understood as adopting a qualitative-interpretivist approach. 

 

In adopting a naturalistic-humanistic approach to human studies, the 

information gathered may also be described from a “humanistic-qualitative” aspect 

(Keeves, 1988: 4). While this approach provides the researcher with rich data and 

significant sources of insight into human perceptions, the analysis of the information 

gathered remains difficult due to the lack of formality in its accumulation (Sowden 

and Keeves, 1988: 513). Nevertheless the strength of the method derives not only 

from the quality of information gathered, but also from the flexibility granted the 

researcher “to alter strategies and follow up new leads that arise” (Giddens, 1990: 

681). Interpretation, rather than formal analysis of the data, permits a continuing 

opportunity to develop concepts as the research proceeds.  

 

Constructivist epistemological assumptions suggested that the perceptions of 

the participants could be viewed as mental constructs, in the sense that the 

individual’s world can only be understood through the eyes (or mental constructs) of 

that individual  (Honderich, 1995). A constructivist epistemology permitted both the 

participants’ unique interpretations of their own experience, and the possibly 

subconscious extension, elevation or subversion of these interpretations, attitudes, 

beliefs, impressions and ideas. The source of knowledge was seen to be derived from 

experience, with the ideas having their origins in “impressions of sense [with] every 

simple idea being a copy of a corresponding impression” (Honderich, 1995: 242).  

The intention of this facet of the research was to give “a deeper, more extensive and 

more systematic representation of events” (Candy, 1989: 5) from the individual’s 

viewpoint. 

 

Having recognised that a qualitative-interpretivist approach embodying 

humanist-feminist principles via constructivist epistemology was appropriate for this 

research, there remained the question of conceptual support for the anticipated data 

within the study’s framework. To counteract claims by other writers that flexible 
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qualitative research is “sloppy” or “unsophisticated” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 223), 

the principles of grounded theory, as introduced by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, 

provided a means of discovering theory from data to reveal “relevant predictions, 

explanations, interpretations and applications” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 1). The 

grounded theory approach “incorporates explicit procedures to guide [the research]… 

[and is] a painstakingly precise method of study” (Davidson, 2002: 2). “The research 

questions must be open and general rather than formed as specific hypotheses … 

[while] data collection and analysis are consciously combined, and initial data 

analysis is used to shape continuing data collection” (Davidson, 2002: 2). According 

to Corbin and Straus the events, or articulations of perceptions in this study, “are 

taken as, or analysed as, potential indicators of phenomena, which are thereby given 

conceptual labels” (Corbin and Strauss, 1990: 7). The  re-reading (Borgatti, 2002: 1) 

and accumulation of data within the scope of ‘labels’ leads to the development of 

categories and concepts, providing the means by which the theory can be integrated 

(Pandit, 1996: 2). Conceptual categories with inherent properties are generated from 

the data and the “evidence from which the category emerged is used to illustrate the 

concept” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 23). In this situation it is explained that a single 

example can be indicative of a particular conceptual category, to “develop a theory 

that accounts for much of the relevant behaviour” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 30), or 

as restated, “the aim … is to discover the theory implicit in the data” (Dick, 2002: 4) 

and that the theory should fit the situation, it should work and help “the people in the 

situation to make sense of their situation and to manage the situation  better” (Dick, 

2002: 4).  

 

Although grounded theory has been re-thought since it was originally 

developed, I concur with Haig (1995) that “Since its introduction in the 1960s, 

grounded theory has been progressively developed in a way that is consistent with its 

original formulation” (Haig, 1995: 1). With the benefit of reflection upon Strauss and 

Corbin’s 1990 text, Glaser, in 1992, came to the conclusion that Strauss, in co-

authoring their 1967 publication, had “never understood grounded theory from the 

beginning and as a result two distinct methodologies have emerged” (Babchuk, 1996: 

2). Babchuk (1996) explains that differences in these approaches would appear to be 

overstated, but are ones which could be significant to certain sections of educators, 
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with Strauss and Corbin tending to a “full conceptual description” (Babchuk, 1996: 2) 

and with a greater emphasis on phenomenology (Ellsworth, 1998:2). Glaser suggests 

that grounded theory is not limited to certain approaches but is applicable more 

broadly. He states that “constructivist data, if it exists at all, is a very small part of the 

data that grounded theory uses” … “constructivist grounded theory (GT) is a 

misnomer. GT can use any data. It remains to be figured out what it is” (Glaser, 2002: 

1). For this research, the basic principles of grounded theory remain appropriate in the 

context of the conceptual framework and research design. 

 

In choosing an appropriate vehicle for eliciting and presenting women’s  

articulations of their perceptions, several aspects of the enquiry were considered, 

including the nature of the realities being explored, the relationship between the 

participants and myself, my belief that the participants should have the opportunity to 

reflect upon their considered thoughts before communicating and interacting, and the 

anticipation of rich, value-laden data being revealed in response to my limited 

questions – with those data guiding the theory (Guba and Lincoln, 1988). “The gift of 

language permits information to be gathered from fellow humans … [It is a fact] that 

much is learnt in everyday life by asking people questions” (Miller and  Cannell,  

1988: 457). An important question for me was how to initiate, perpetuate and free the 

boundaries of the information gathering process. The establishment of trust and 

‘rapport’ (Miller and Cannell, 1988) where the researcher adopts a friendly, 

empathetic, non-directive attitude (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 38) assisted participants 

to become more deeply involved in the process of pondering upon the realities of their 

lives. By having the researcher remain ‘close’ in harmonious exchange - ‘close’ 

especially because of the background shared with participants, yet ‘distant’ in my 

respect for the difference between myself and the women I was interviewing - I 

believe the exchanges between each participant and myself were so structured as to 

encourage the desired freedom of expression. This research considered the 

articulations of the participants’ perceptions of events and situations as being 

impressions of their reality. It was my task to interpret the participants’ articulations 

of their experiences with due regard for the environmental influences affecting their 

lived realities. “How people attribute meaning to their circumstances” (Candy, 1989:  
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3) aided the establishment of an interpretive reporting procedure which, on one hand 

would accommodate the rich and diverse data arising, but on the other hand would 

permit an ordered view of the findings for subsequent contribution to the body of 

knowledge (Sowden and Keeves, 1988: 526). 

 

The chosen vehicle for the participants’ information was the narrative account, 

as depicted in Figure 3.1. Since one requirement was that the graduate rural women 

participating in the study have the opportunity to review and reflect upon their 

considered articulations, the presentation was seen as best being in written form -  a 

narrative. But as the participants were free to write as they wished about the matters 

which concerned them in answer to the research question, the narrative assumed 

several written forms, such as the recording of brief thoughts, annotated comments 

upon published articles, meta-analyses of others’ observations, critical evaluation of 

current and past events, and personal written creations of some length. 

 

Data gathered from the participants’ narrative accounts of events and 

experiences represented “the study of direct experience taken at face value” (Cohen 

and Manion, 1994: 29) and indicated “how people make sense of their everyday 

world” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 31). “There are traditionally four sources of 

knowledge (or of justified belief): sensation, memory, introspection and reason” 

(Honderich, 1995: 247) as indicated in Figure 3.2. For the researcher, the theory is 

said to follow rather than precede that phase of the enquiry, with the data providing 

the foundation upon which the theory is constructed (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The 

theory thus becomes the specifically tailored means of interpreting and categorising 

the study’s particular information (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 37; Guba and Lincoln, 

1988). The information emerging from narrative is also said to raise more questions 

than it answers. “Prediction and control are unlikely outcomes, although some level of 

understanding can be achieved” (Guba and Lincoln, 1983:315), this being particularly 

so when the relationship between participant and researcher is one of mutual 

interaction. With the flow of narrative from one to the other as proposed in this study, 

the sequence of exchanges commenced with my initial questions to each participant. 

An accompanying invitation to expand upon their responses promoted an enhanced 

generation of expression by the participants upon which I could comment again to 
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elicit further reflective replies extending throughout the cycles of communication. It 

follows that the ‘narrative’ may not conform to any pre-determined criteria but be 

expressed at the will of each participant. Thus an interpretive, cyclical process had 

already commenced when the first exchange and response occurred, as indicated in 

Figure 3.1. Personal constructs and core concepts became significant instruments in 

categorising the information for the purpose of interpreting the narratives. The 

relationship between constructs and concepts, established in this research, is depicted 

in Figure 3.2.  

 

One aspect of a construct is that of “a type of concept used in scientific 

research to describe events that share similar elements” (Borg and Gall, 1989: 54), 

while a ‘theoretical construct’ is “a concept that is inferred from observed data” (Borg 

and Gall, 1989: 26) and a ‘core construct’ is “one that is essential to that person’s very 

being as a person” (Borg and Gall, 1989: 489), as indicated in Figure 3.2. Then, what 

is a ‘concept’ and what does a concept do in this research context? A concept – 

 

expresses generalisations from particulars – anger, achievement, alienation … 
each is a word representing an idea: more accurately, a concept is the relationship 
between the word (or symbol) and an idea or conception … concepts enable us to 
impose some sort of meaning on the world: through them reality is given sense, 
order and coherence. They are the means by which we are able to come to terms 
with our experience. How we perceive the world, then, is highly dependent upon 
the repertoire of concepts we can command. (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 17) 

 

In recognition of Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) and Cohen and Manion’s  (1994: 31) 

advice, that the theory follows rather than precedes the enquiry, the approach required 

for the categorising of information in the unstructured narrative accounts of this 

research required only that the approach to categorisation be identified. By drawing 

upon the descriptions of constructs and concepts, the alternate use of the word 

‘concept’ offered in place of ‘construct’ produced a ‘core concept’ as a means of 

interpreting data, as depicted in Figure 3.2. “The methodological issues of importance 

are … the concepts themselves, their measurement and the identification of 

underlying themes” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 8). While the literature suggests that 

core concepts could be anticipated as emerging from the participants’ perceptions, it  
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was likely that prior identification would be unpredictable since the concepts would 

arise from free expression. 
 
The Research Design 

This study could be broadly categorised as an exploration of perceptions 

acknowledging the qualitative-interpretivist and feminist considerations discussed in 

the previous section. There were a number of considerations to be addressed in the 

design of the research, including the anticipated type of information to be gathered, 

the possible need to re-visit that data to accommodate the exploration of more incisive 

perceptions that might develop during the course of the study, and the categorisation 

and interpretation of the information. 

 
The Elements of the Research Design 

The first requirement was the creation of a design to enhance access to the anticipated 

rich data and significant sources of insight into human perceptions in the participants’ 

responses. Since the perceptions to be discussed could typically involve impressions 

of significant life-affecting events - often emotional, moving, poignant and perhaps 

sometimes repressed for current peace of mind - a quick or extemporaneous response 

might not always portray the true intent of the participants or provide for considered 

responses by the researcher. There was a need to provide the participants with the 

opportunity to express their perceptions, assured that they had communicated with a 

depth of reflection they believed to be appropriate to their circumstances and true to 

their intended mental construct. 

 
The narrative account offers such an opportunity, providing that the 

information gathering is accomplished in a way that allows the participants to 

consider, reflect and revise, as indicated in Figure 3.1. An interview, or interviews, 

either by telephone or personally (tape-recorded), could be a useful way of collecting 

data (Borg and Gall, 1989: 446; Miller and Cannell 1988: 461). However this might 

limit the reflection and interaction even if the transcripts were sent for revision after 

the initial interview.  
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The manner in which the information is gathered has a direct influence upon 

the methods to be used in its analysis and interpretation. “Central to qualitative, and 

particularly feminist research, is the notion of listening to respondents and 

understanding their lives in and on their own terms” (Doucet and Mauthner, 1998: 1). 

These authors described the gathering of information as a continuing process of 

listening and interpreting from the time of initial contact through the writing up of the 

research. Given the common focus, above, of listening and understanding, there were 

notable differences in the methods and anticipated outcomes of gathering and 

interpreting information between Doucet and Mauthner’s research and my enquiry.  

 

In Doucet and Mauthner’s paper the data were gathered by voice-recorded 

interview, not written narrative, during which the researchers “listened … asked 

questions leading respondents down certain paths and not others, [and made] 

decisions [during the interview] about which issues to follow up and which to ignore” 

(Doucet and Mauthner, 1998: 3). There would appear to have been a lack of 

opportunity for reflection by the researchers upon their extemporaneous questions and 

similarly upon their answers by the persons being interviewed, who were generally 

termed ‘respondents’ in a re-active sense rather than being persons engaged in a 

‘participant-driven’ enquiry.  

 

My approach was to seek to reduce the interaction between the researcher and 

subject to a minimum to give voice, in the least-influenced manner possible, to those 

whose views were sought. However, Doucet and Mauthner (1998) introduce a useful 

caution concerning the issue of the relationship of the researcher’s voice to the voices 

of the study participants. In acknowledgment of the feminist references in this study 

and Doucet and Mauthner’s criticism of Reinharz (1992) in the following passage, I 

believe their comments deserve to be read in the context of ‘my’ written narrative 

versus ‘their’ recorded interview –  

 
As we have gradually come to appreciate our [Doucet and Mauthner’s] 

omnipresence throughout all stages of the research, we now feel that the 
feminist aim of listening to women on their own terms is to some extent 
impossible. We are thus critical of the tendency by some feminist researchers 
to simplify the complex process of representing the voices of research 
respondents as though these voices speak on their own (see, for example, 
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Reinharz, 1992: 267), rather than through the researcher who has already made 
choices about how to interpret and which quotes and interpretations to present 
as evidence. There is therefore a contradiction, as we see it, between two of 
the principles which are fundamental to feminist research: the commitment to 
listen to women on their own terms and the recognition that it is the researcher 
who ultimately shapes the entire research process and product. Instead we 
have found it helpful to think of the research process as involving a balancing 
act between three different and sometimes conflicting standpoints: (i) the 
multiple and varying voices and stories of each of the individuals we 
interview; (ii) the voice(s) of the researcher(s); (iii) the voices and perspectives 
represented within existing theories or frameworks in our research areas and 
which researchers bring to their studies … in the process of transformation, the 
private account is changed by and infused with our identity – and thereby 
becomes a different story to that originally told by the respondent(s). (Doucet 
and Mauthner, 1998; 9) 

 

In successfully managing the “balancing act” described by Doucet and 

Mauthner, seeking written narratives by the women whose perspectives were of 

primary concern would entail fewer interruptions by me as a researcher than would 

occur in a traditional interview. This method of collecting data would allow the 

women to reflect and to sustain their own narratives with greater freedom than would 

exist if they were responding to the frequent questions and the non-verbal 

communication that would characterise the face-to-face interview. The considered 

alternative I chose was to conduct a written (or e-mail) correspondence, which would 

allow, in each instance, both the graduate rural women concerned and myself to 

establish and develop a personalised understanding and a depth of reflective 

communication. Since the participants were graduates, and would therefore be 

familiar with in-depth written communication, this type of data collection appeared to 

be appropriate. The data could develop in richness with each reflective exchange of 

written narrative. My questioning via written reply probed the comments to tease out 

the partly-revealed impressions enabling each participant to consider, review and 

explore that initial observation, then to assess and express her perceptions in greater 

depth. Further, the format of the written ‘narrative account’ was flexible, since it 

ranged from scraps of information to many pages of detail – whatever the participant 

felt best expressed her perceptions.  

 
A comprehensive means of examining the information in the narrative 

accounts was required – with the need to re-visit the information perhaps many times 
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and from many angles. It was not just a case of recognising, recording, interpreting 

and categorising each item of the data in a finite task as it was presented, but pursuing 

and re-evaluating information in the light of continuing narrative. It was decided that 

a multi-tiered image, akin to an overlay of permeable transparencies, would best 

accommodate the multiple layers of perceptions, so that their expression and 

interpretation might evolve, or filter, from shallow to profound and without constraint 

through the layers, as is depicted in Figure 3.1. In this way, the original articulations 

could be viewed in totality through the entire depth of the perceptual array, or 

according to their separate contributions to the store of information, as each 

consequential interpretation, layer by layer, transparently revealed an emergent 

appreciation of that segment of data. Yet, each layer of interpretation did not rest 

there, merely to be included in a summary of findings, but was subject to a further 

process of reflection and maturation. Should the original data be rich, as was 

anticipated, this meta-interpretative step was designed to assist in an understanding of 

the totality of the data in the light of each individual contribution and each step of 

interpretation. I offer the term The Overlay Principle as an interpretive tool to express 

this idea. 

 

With reference to Borg and Gall’s (1989) statements, that “design emerges as 

the research progresses” (Borg and Gall, 1989: 386), the research design developed 

with regard to continuing narrative and the overlay principle. With even a small 

written narrative account being presented to the researcher, the participants had 

already initiated the interpretive process by drawing from the four sources of 

knowledge - sensation, memory, introspection and reason (Honderich, 1995: 247) - to 

formalise perceptions as articulations, as indicated in Figure 3.2. It was possible for 

the participants to re-visit and perhaps expand upon their original submissions in the 

light of interactive discussions with the researcher, hence the relevance of the overlay 

principle for both parties. In focusing upon the ‘impact and import’ of a university 

education, the research design could be expected to allow for transparency of data 

from continuing narrative accounts for the purposes of ongoing interpretation. The 

categorisation and interpretation of the information, with the above in mind, offered a 

response to the research question, “What do graduate rural women perceive to be the 

impact and import of their university education?” 
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The Research Design 

As mentioned earlier, the research design for this qualitative research may be 

summarised as embracing a qualitative-interpretivist approach (Candy, 1989: 3) 

embodying a humanist-feminist paradigm (Borg and Gall, 1989; Keeves, 1988). The 

design, as shown in Figure 3.3, reflects a constructivist epistemology, or the 

evaluation of beliefs (Honderich, 1995: 247) arising from constructs of the mind 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1983: 318), expressed in the narrative accounts of the participants. 

However, ‘constructs of the mind’ are here seen as expressions of subjectivity, and 

‘mind’ is not to be viewed with reference to the purely cognitive but as a holistic 

concept encompassing emotions and grounded in concrete experience. The study 

focused on graduate rural women, with the intention of allowing their ‘voices’ in 

textual form to disclose their experiences and the meanings of those experiences for 

them as they look back on their education and talk about their everyday lives as 

graduate rural women.  

 

The application of the principles of grounded theory, as discussed earlier in 

this section, may now be more closely related to the context of this study. The process 

commences when “one goes out and studies an area with a particular sociological 

perspective [graduate rural women], and with a focus, a general question, or a 

problem in mind [the impact and import of a university education]… without any 

preconceived theory that dictates, prior to the research, ‘relevancies’ in concepts and 

hypotheses [which Davidson (2002: 1; Pandit, 1996: 2) prefer to call ‘propositions’] 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 33). 

 

The written narrative accounts presented by the participants contained the 

articulations of their perceptions in regard to the focus of this study. These accounts 

were understood as layered transparencies which could be revisited, upon reflection, 

to complement previous deliberations (Borgatti, c.2002: 1) in preparation for further 

consideration, as shown in Figure 3.1. Within grounded theory the development of 

‘categories’ and ‘properties’ “indicates a systematic relationship between these two 

elements of theory. A category stands by itself as a conceptual element of the theory. 

A property, in turn, is a conceptual aspect or element of a category … concepts [are]  
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indicated by the data [and may] vary in degree of conceptual abstraction” (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967: 36).  

 

The articulations in this study were intended to provide viewpoints – 

categories and properties emergent from the data – with the degree of abstraction to 

be represented in what I termed “emergent core concepts” based on the becoming and 

being stages of graduate life. Firstly, the articulations provided viewpoints of rurality  

and rural women as a basis for gaining some understanding, through their graduate 

eyes, of the values and beliefs the participants attached to their rural situations. In the 

terminology of grounded theory, this ‘rurality’ segment could be deemed an example 

of “lower level categories [which] emerge rather quickly during the early phases of 

data collection” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 36) in preparation for “higher level, 

overriding and integrating conceptualizations – [which] tend to come later during the 

joint collection, coding and analysis of the data” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 36).  

Secondly, and in accord with these principles of grounded theory, the reflective 

articulations traced the impact and import of the participants’ experiences through the 

becoming stage, during which the approach to, and participation in, the university 

experience was explored as the participants recalled having commenced, experienced 

and completed their higher education studies. Thirdly, the being stage, that of 

experiencing life as graduate rural women was expressed both from the introspective 

viewpoint – how they saw themselves and how they felt about themselves in their 

professional and daily lives; and from the contextual aspect – how the participants 

believed they viewed, and were viewed by, the members of the rural communities in 

which they worked and resided. From the recounting of the articulated events, the 

interpretation considered the significance of those events from the introspective and 

contextual viewpoints. As the information was categorised, without however 

compromising a recognition of the diversity of the individual participants as the 

interpretation progressed, there was provision for the emergence of the core concepts, 

so that the theory gathered together “all the isolated bits of empirical data into a 

coherent conceptual framework of wider applicability” (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 14) 

to reveal “relevant predictions, explanations, interpretations and applications” (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967: 1), as indicated in Figures 3.2. and 3.3. 
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The Research Implementation 

In the implementation of the research design a number of issues were taken into 

consideration, including the definition of the population, the process for selection of 

participants, and the means of communication and information management. The 

solution to the research problem lay in the need to explore the lived experiences of the 

participating women, as they expressed their views of being graduates in a rural 

context. 

 

Defining the Population 

The terms ‘graduate’ and ‘rural’ in the study title are indicative of the broad 

parameters requiring further clarification. I decided that ‘graduate’ should refer to 

women with a university education, which could include the award of either a 

diploma or a degree (Oxford Dictionary, 1993: 1126);  and ‘rural’ was to be at first – 

to enable the study to commence - a reference to a person “resident or working in the 

country” (Oxford Dictionary, 1993: 2653). One further delineation was required 

before sampling could commence. Participants would be selected from the residents 

of the state of New South Wales (NSW), Australia, being my home state, with which I 

was more familiar than other localities.  

 

The Target Area – the State of New South Wales 

The state of New South Wales, on the east coast of Australia, has an area of 801,628 

km2 which represents about 10% of the total island landmass. It has four main natural 

landform regions running approximately parallel to the east coast: the coastal districts 

(comparatively narrow and fertile), the tablelands (where the highest points are snow-

covered in season), the western slopes (mainly agricultural and grazing land), and the 

virtually arid western plains covering almost two-thirds of the state’s area (sparse 

population with vast cattle and sheep stations). The population of approximately 

seven million, of which women comprise slightly more than half, is concentrated in 

the coastal cities of Sydney (the state capital), Newcastle and Wollongong. The state 

is experiencing protracted drought conditions. Chapter Four contains a map of NSW 

indicating the participants’ nearest centers of population. A brief but comprehensive 

description of the state may be found at: 

www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations/australasia/new_south_wales/get.htm.  
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Other sources of information are: www.visitnsw.com.au, www.tourism.nsw.gov.au,  

www.abs.gov.au.

 

Selecting the Participants 

One aspect of qualitative research is the sociological enquiry into characteristics of 

large numbers of people. Where “it would be impossible to study all these people 

directly … the research concentrates on a small portion of the overall group – a 

sample of the total” (Giddens, 1990: 672) so that sampling is carried out within a 

defined population (Borg and Gall, 1989: 386). In this study the defined population 

comprised the graduate rural women of NSW. Women who were initially rural but 

who were then living in urban environments became participants if they still 

considered themselves ‘rural’ by other than geographical criteria. As a declaration of 

ethnicity was not required of participants in this study, it is unknown if any of the 

graduate rural women were of Indigenous origin. While Indigenous people make up 

an important proportion of the rural population in Australia, it is regrettable that there 

are very few Indigenous women graduates (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

Indigenous Participation in Education (a), Cat.No.4221.0). A considered opinion 

might conclude that this study would have been unlikely to attract Indigenous women 

unless a concerted effort had been specifically made to include them. Furthermore, 

there is a long tradition of white researchers subjecting Indigenous people to “study” 

without the involvement of Indigenous researchers and this study was not intended to 

be part of that tradition. The study was designed to learn more about graduate rural 

women without further distinction.  

 

A number of sampling techniques were considered and set aside as they did 

not adequately address the task from the perspective of this research. Included among 

these techniques were random, representative, systematic, stratified and cluster 

sampling (Borg and Gall, 1989). In each instance there was the presumption of prior 

knowledge and understanding by the researcher, either of the population or its 

characteristics and the likely responses in serving the identified aims of the study. I 

did not have this prior knowledge of the graduate rural women of NSW; yet they were 

a class of people who could not be denied the opportunity to provide research data. If 

I were not able to actively and knowledgeably select the participants, the choice 
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would rest with the eventual participants themselves, through voluntary or self-

selection (Borg and Gall, 1989).  

 

 When participants are selected under the terms of the researcher’s criteria, the 

inherent confidence in the validity of the data is increased. On the other hand, self-

selection may reduce confidence in the information received when other elements 

pertinent to self-selection are considered. The characteristics of volunteer subjects in 

general have been the subject of extensive research by Robert Rosenthal and Ralph 

Rosnow (as cited in Borg and Gall, 1989: 227) with these characteristics having the 

potential to affect the research results. Of the 22 characteristics of volunteers listed in 

their work, the five eliciting maximum confidence (in a four stage maximum-

minimum analysis) related to people with a higher level of education, social status, 

intelligence, sociability and need for social approval when volunteering for research 

in general. The defined population of this study effectively met these criteria in 

principle, indicating that it could be assumed that forthcoming data could be accepted 

with maximum confidence.  

 

From the above analysis of volunteer characteristics and their likely effect on 

the confidence to be accredited the data, it would be reasonable to assume that the 

decision to invite participants to volunteer for participation in this research would be 

the appropriate selection technique. One anticipated problem was that if there were 

too many applicants, and it was not possible to deal with that figure, I would need to 

introduce further selection criteria. However, that contingency had to be balanced 

against the opportunity to receive diverse and even conflicting information for the 

purpose of providing the research with rich data (Sowden and Keeves, 1988: 513). 

 

Two procedures were involved in seeking participants. The first aimed to 

commence the study with a mainly geographical focus, by inviting participation from 

graduate women residing in a recognised rural-remote area of the state of NSW 

(Appendix A). The second invitation aimed to broaden the enquiry by accepting, from 

participants, their own particular interpretation of ‘rural’ beyond the bounds of 

geographical criteria. This second step was instigated by way of a state-wide 

newspaper article (Appendix B).  
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For the first step, the area commencing in the north-west corner of NSW, from 

Latitude 29.00 to 32.00 and Longitude 141.00 to 150.00, was divided into 

compartments as defined in the 10th edition of the (3356) Bourke World Aeronautical 

Chart. Each of these 27 compartments covers approximately 10,560 square kilometers 

and indicates the location and names of properties and settlements in the area. Next, 

the appropriate NSW telephone directories, N01Y, N05Y and N10Y, were matched 

with the1998 NRMA second editions of Maps 3 and 6 - which provide exact latitude 

and longitude references for towns in the telephone areas - to identify residents in the 

geographical area who might be approached for possible participation. Finally the 

yellow pages of the telephone books were scanned for categories of rural enterprise 

that might be a source of appropriate participants.  

   
Primary producers, professional practitioners, educational institutions and 

women’s organisations were among those categories identified in the initial 

procedure. Approximately 750 names and addresses were extracted, with an 

introductory letter containing information and an invitation to participate in the study 

being posted to each selected address (Appendices B and C). The second procedure, 

concerning the article in The Land newspaper, included a similar invitation to 

participate, leaving it to each reader to determine whether she was in fact a graduate 

rural woman. In this way I felt that I was minimising, as far as I was able, the effect of 

any of my own conceptions as to who might be appropriate participants within the 

boundaries of my research design.  

 

Twenty-eight of the original letters posted were marked ‘return to sender’. A 

total of 62 rural women responded to the invitations. Of this number, several said that 

unfortunately they had not had the opportunity to go to university; two others were 

totally occupied with family and farm duties and did not have the time to participate; 

one felt that she was too old (her own self-appraisal); one had become a nurse before 

university training was introduced; two had moved to new jobs and said that they 

could no longer contribute; and two did not provide any further information. One 

farmer replied saying that he had no women on his property. However, the very first 
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reply to the posting came in the form of a less than encouraging facsimile (further 

details Appendix D), which said,  

 
Hello Kay,  
What an interesting thesis! What a boring letter! 
Read Allan Pease’s Write Language,  
Find an editor and I will help you. 
Happy Christmas. 
 
 

The two invitational processes resulted in a total of 29 dedicated participants, whose 

involvement in the study was determined by their own self-selection and sustained 

commitment to the progressive narrative communication.  

 

The first approach to prospective participants consisted of a mailed package 

containing an introductory letter, a brief outline of the study, a ‘Participant 

Application Form’ to provide return communication details and a reply paid envelope 

(Appendix B). Upon this expression of interest being completed and returned to me, a 

further set of eight pages (Appendix C) was posted, containing a more detailed 

explanation of the focus of the study and, to promote an initial response, an invitation 

to comment upon five general areas relevant to the research (Hoepfl, 1997: 3) in the 

form of written narrative described earlier in this chapter. 

 
Five basic questions were asked:  

Could you please indicate what the word ‘rural’ means to you? 

How long have your been a ‘rural’ person? 

Have you used your degree(s) in professional practice at any time? 

Has (have) your degree(s) been of use in other ways at any time? 

What do you, as a graduate rural woman, perceive to be the impact and import 

of your university studies? 

 

Thereafter, all communications were individually tailored to each participant’s 

situation, to facilitate the flow of information and response. In most cases, this 

correspondence was conducted by email, subject to the participant’s access and 

80 



 

service availability. At the times when the access was unreliable, or when documents 

unsuitable for email were to be sent, some postal correspondence took place. Three 

participants were phoned once each to solve email problems and the incidental 

comments resulting from the conversations were noted for possible inclusion in the 

study. Two participants communicated entirely by post. Excluding the initial posting 

of materials and the correspondence with the 33 archived, non-continuing 

respondents, there was a total of 267 exchanges of communication with the 29 active 

participants. 

 
Information Management 

The process of information management appears simple in its description but complex 

in its implementation. The literature refers to three stages of information gathering 

and assimilation: “data is first collected, then organised into information and finally 

integrated as knowledge” (Partridge and Genoni, 1996: 2). The first stage, concerning 

the gathering of information via written narrative, has been discussed in previous 

paragraphs. The growth of information technology has seen the advent of computer 

software programs developed to accomplish the task of organisation and management 

of data, as described in a number of texts (Dey, 1993; Kelle, 1995; Weitzman and 

Miles, 1995). Such packages include Ethnograph (www.qualisresearch.com) and 

ATLAS and NUDIST (www.scolari.com).  

 

One of my main concerns was being able to remain ‘close’ to the 

communications to be able to appreciate the anticipated richness of the information 

received, yet be able to categorise it in ways that would reveal concepts and 

connections which might otherwise not be apparent at first appraisal. The intended use 

of the Overlay Principle guided my decisions about information management. 

According to Barry (1998) the use of a computer assisted qualitative data analysis 

technique may evoke both hopes and fears in its use. Barry warns that there could be a 

tendency, from the coding involved, to over-categorise qualitative data, to the 

detriment of the qualitative approach and method. There was the added possibility of 

a reduction in the reporting of instances of unique expression for the sake of finding a 

place for data within a range of codes. A further point to consider was the possible 

tendency for the computer software to direct, rather than serve, the task of information 
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recording and analysis in research. To counter this influence, Barry (1996) cites 

Weaver and Atkinson (1994), who note that researchers using computer software are 

likely to “use supplementary non-computerised methods”. 
 

With these considerations in mind, I decided to devise my own plan of 

computer recording and coding, to allow for flexibility in the management of a range 

of anticipated information, entailing both the use of computer files and hard-copy 

documentation. A computer file was established for each of the initial respondents. If 

the communications were by e-mail, they were copied to that participant’s computer 

file; if by post, the contents were typed to the file and the original preserved. All 

information was also retained on hardcopy. The initial responses, containing contact 

details and expressions of interest in continuing, were filed and dated to commence an 

embryonic diary of communications. When it became apparent that there were 29 

continuing participants, the files of the remaining 33 were archived. 
 

Subsequent communications and information were similarly entered on the 

personalised files, culminating in an accumulation of comment and counter-comment 

by the participants in response to my specifically-focused enquiring correspondence, 

which was also sequenced in the participants’ files. Each file became a ‘picture’ of 

each participant and each line of communication was numbered for ease of reference. 

At the same time provision was made for the categorising and copying of passages of 

analogous information to similarly identified separate files and references, as 

described below. In the interests of privacy and ethics, each of these 29 graduates was 

asked to provide an alternate first name for reporting purposes, or if they so wished or 

by default, they could leave the choice to me. The participants were also given the 

opportunity to provide a written cameo of themselves. In this way each ‘picture file’ 

(of a participant) and each passage (from each participant) in the ‘category files’ 

retained its source and cross-reference. A separate computer file, with multiple copies, 

was prepared to present the entire thesis. 
 

Information Analysis and Interpretation 

The third step in the process of information management, in the section above, 

referred to the integration of information as knowledge. The transformation of often 

large amounts of data, known only in that form to the researcher, may be attempted by 
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a number of methods outlined and compared in texts discussing data analysis (for 

example: Coffey, Holbrook  and Atkinson, 1996; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Hayes, 

1997; Mason, 1996; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Partridge and Genoni, 1996; 

Riessman, 1993). It is the skill and competence of the researcher in carrying out the 

research which is critical in the transformation of that information into knowledge 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994). As discussed earlier, with reference to Doucet and 

Mauthner’s (1998) paper, the manner in which the information is gathered and 

organised has a direct influence upon this process. 
 

During the accumulation of the written narrative information in its original 

form on file, it became apparent that there were similarities and differences emerging, 

which could have sufficient strength to warrant categorisation, or coding. Separate 

files were established with tentative category headings, which were found to hold true 

throughout the study, either as major or sub-topics.  Descriptions of being rural 

women in rural communities were prominent, as were experiences of being at 

university and in professional occupation. A distinct category was created for data 

containing references to community interaction, with feminist observations being 

linked to the categories of rural women and professional occupation. Each 

participant’s information was scanned, both by computer search for words and 

phrases and by constant re-reading, to identify passages appropriate for inclusion in 

the category files (Glaser and Strauss, 1967:101-105). Each identified passage was 

then copied, together with its author’s privacy identification only and line references, 

to form a body of information pertaining to that heading. Categories were at times 

combined, or separated into sub-categories, to allow for closer recognition of 

similarities and differences in articulations, the inclusion of unusual data and the 

“extrapolation” (Patton, 1990: 489) of passages indicative of emerging concepts. 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) refer to “axial coding” where categories “identified in open 

coding are compared and combined in new ways … to acquire new understanding of a 

phenomenon of interest” (Hoepfl, 1997: 8). When all communications had been 

received, filed and categorised, the interpretation – which had commenced with the 

first flow of information – continued in greater depth. The articulation of events, 

recorded in both the personalised and category files, led to the interpretation of their 
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significance, from both introspective and contextual viewpoints and culminated in the 

identification of emergent core concepts.  
 

The data contained in the category files of ‘rurality’ and ‘rural women’, as 

explained earlier, provided the foundation upon which the body of the research was 

based. Consideration of the impact and import of a university education progressed 

from, and frequently revisited, those files in accordance with the Overlay Principle to 

develop the interpretative process. What to make of the accumulated data? Careful 

examination of each item in its category file was sufficient in the first instance to 

establish a working platform within that classification, but lacked portrayal of the 

essence of what the participants were intimating in their articulations. The graduate 

rural women did not speak of their perceptions in categories but in lived realities 

across the many facets of their situations. To accommodate the meanings unfolding 

across the specific category files the interpretation process developed in the form of 

emerging core concepts. For example, from the category relating to the experiences of 

becoming university graduates, concepts emerged to illustrate the development of 

attributes, such as awareness, discipline and confidence. These qualities were also 

evident in the next, introspective stage of being graduates in the application of ability, 

independence and expressions of satisfaction.  The significance of the final emerging 

core concepts – constraint, separation and integration - was particularly relevant to the 

stage of being graduates in the community, in revealing the effects of the shift from 

introspective to contextual perceptions, although the category files attended only to 

the implications of the raw data.  
 

Further consideration of the core concepts indicated that a structure of 

concepts could be identified, which would facilitate not only the presentation of the 

data, or the translation of “the conceptual model into the story line that will be read by 

others” (Hoepfl, 1997: 8), but also provide a means of succinctly addressing the 

research question and its implications for further enquiry. The invitation to embark on 

such further enquiry is contained in the claim that any generalisation drawn from the 

interpretation of the data “is a working hypothesis, not a conclusion” (Cronbach, 

1975: 125). In forming generalisations, and in recognising that they might become a 

platform for further study, “qualitative researchers have a special responsibility to 
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their subjects and their readers … [bearing] the burden of discovering and interpreting 

the importance of what is discovered” (Hoepfl, 1997: 12).  
 

While the core concepts were seen to develop within the methodological 

literature supporting the approaches to the research, the exploration of the impact and 

import of a university education, via the articulations of the participants in this study, 

has not only complemented but expanded the existing  knowledge base upon which 

further enquiry might build.   
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CHAPTER 4 - THE PARTICIPANTS 
 
Introduction 

This chapter presents 29 women as participants in the study. A brief overview of a 

wide range of characteristics, from age, academic qualifications, professional 

occupation and involvement in everyday activities, to residence in diverse areas of 

rural New South Wales, is followed by a compendium of individual profiles. These 

accounts have been provided either by the participants, or, where circumstances 

required, by myself from information already submitted by them. In the interests of 

privacy and ethics, minor details have been edited and the alternate first names chosen 

by the participants have been used, where these were offered. For those who made no 

election, pseudonyms were ascribed by me.  

 

In the final section, ‘A Vignette’ is presented of a typical day’s events in the 

life of ‘Alara’, a graduate rural woman, whose pursuit of academic fulfilment is 

overtaken by other demands upon her time and resources. 

 

Characteristics 

The age groups are presented in three broad bands: 20-40, 40-55 and 55+. Fourteen of 

the participants were 20–40 years of age; five were from 40–55 years of age; and ten 

were over 55 years of age. 

 
 The university qualifications of the participants included Bachelors and 

Masters degrees, together with additional attainments in the form of certificates and 

graduate/postgraduate diplomas. Of the 27 Bachelors degrees, five were in 

agriculture-related fields (2 Agricultural Science, 1 Rural Science, 1 Veterinary 

Science, 1 Management – rural business administration); a further four were also 

related to science qualifications (1 Social science and 3 Science); 2 were specifically 

education-oriented (including Human Movement Studies); with the remaining 16 

degrees consisting of 13 Arts, and one each of Letters, Music and Occupational 

Therapy.    

 
The six Masters degrees consisted of one each of Business Administration, 

Education and Educational Administration, Leadership and Management Education, 

86 



 

Arts and Rural Science. A number of the degrees were also combined with additional 

qualifications, such as certificates and diplomas, in a wide range of fields including 

Education (Administration, Teaching, Multicultural and Special Education, School 

Counselling, Computing), rural matters (Natural Resource Management, Applied 

Science, Farm Studies) and Law, Music, Nursing, Librarianship and Dressmaking. 

 
Engagement in a variety of professional occupations, as a consequence of 

university studies, was undertaken over time by the majority of the participants.  In 

the case of ‘Education’, a teaching qualification was often accompanied by a relevant 

subject degree. The range of vocations included teaching a wide range of subjects, 

including welding, in many roles (Pre-School, Infants, Primary, High School, Special 

Education, Mobile Education Unit, TAFE (Technical and Further Education), 

University Tutor and Lecturer, Examiner) and in the area of Educational 

Administration (Pre-School Director, School Counsellor, Government Advisor, Life 

Education Officer in remote areas, Adult Education Committee Member). 

Occupations relevant to the rural context included Landcare positions (Co-ordination 

Officer, Natural Resource Management Officer, Land and Water Conservation 

Officer, Environmental Officer (coal mining)), and agricultural employment or 

business involvement (Development Officer, Wheat Breeding Assistant, Farm 

Administrator, Department of Agriculture Officer, Veterinarian, Pharmaceutical 

Researcher). Occupations concerned with the local community included Development 

Association Member, Shire Planning Officer, Community Worker, Solicitor, 

Librarian, Journalist and Telecentre Administrator, with the profession of Nursing 

being practised both at the administrative (health advisory council) level and in the 

treatment of patients in situations such as clinics, hospitals and Aboriginal health 

outposts.   

 
Everyday activities, as distinct from professional occupation, were frequently 

linked to membership of committees and executive roles in many organisations for 

community benefit, such as the Historical, Choral, Music and Show Societies, the 

Church Council and Hospital Board, the Local Development and Country Women’s 

Associations, the Chamber of Commerce and Centenary of Federation Committee. 

Also in assisting the community, the participants were involved with groups such as 

the Nursing Mothers’ Association, Swimming Club, Public Speaking Club, and 
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multicultural, local library and landcare groups, the Women’s Education Network, 

Girl Guides and Parents and Citizens’ Association and school sub-committees. 

 

Volunteer work, in addition to the activities above, included being a museum 

guide, an editor, public speaker, adjudicator and electoral returning officer. Paid 

‘interests’ included being a music teacher and a horse trainer. For many of the 

participants with young families, educating their children at home, or assisting with 

their education, was a major occupation, combined with the tasks of rural life. In a 

number of instances, the graduate women were also in the role of business owner (or 

co-owner), manager and farm secretary. Farm management, including the practical 

application of relevant university degrees, such as veterinary, rural and agricultural 

science, business and administration degrees, included the contribution of manual 

labour (“the extra sheep dog” Hazel).  

 

Individual Participant Profiles 

The profiles, presented in alphabetical order in the following paragraphs, have been 

drawn from the material provided by the participants, either for this specific purpose, 

or from the background information accompanying their contributions to the study. 

The profiles are written in the third person but are free of specific references which 

might otherwise compromise privacy. As one of my major concerns is to ensure that 

the individual voices of graduate rural women are heard, it is important to describe 

them as individuals. These profiles may provide a reference point as the data are 

described. Throughout the thesis, quotations from the participants are always 

attributed to the individual women by name (pseudonym) so that the link is always 

clear between the ‘data’ and the women’s voices. 

 
Alara 
Alara is approaching 40 years of age and is the mother of two small girls. After 

completing her Higher School Certificate, she worked on the land during drought 

times, before gaining an initial rural tertiary qualification, which was followed, after 

marriage, by a Bachelors degree. In the intervening years she travelled widely, at 

times working overseas as a horse trainer and later as a business credit manager, 

before marrying a man from western NSW where she settled. Other occupations, in 
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Australia and overseas have included office administration, clerical and personal 

assistant and TAFE teacher. Other interests include sailing (including a return trip in 

the winning entrant of a major yacht race, before marriage), horse riding, reading, 

cooking, knitting and working with community projects.  

 
Anastasia   

Anastasia is now in the over-55 age group and a first generation Australian with two 

children. Her parents are of Italian extraction, with the father arriving in Australia 

“just about penniless” prior to the outbreak of the second World War. After being 

interned as an alien, he built up a “very successful business”, which provided private 

school education for their children. After gaining teaching qualifications, Anastasia 

travelled extensively overseas. This experience, together with  teaching in London 

“gave me a broad knowledge of the world”. While at university, Anastasia met her 

future husband and they subsequently settled in rural NSW, with intervals in Sydney 

for both to obtain further academic qualifications. With her father’s words reminding 

her that her education was her inheritance, she has continued her own studies through 

a number of qualifications to a Masters degree, and been involved for many years in, 

and responsible for, a major section of the state education system over a wide area of 

rural and remote NSW. 

 
Barbara

Barbara is in the 40 – 55 age group. For the first twelve years of her life, she lived in a 

rural setting in western Sydney, with the next six years being spent in the northern 

suburbs of the capital. At age 18 she moved to the country “west of the sandstone 

curtain” [the Great Dividing Range]. Her first attainment was in Applied Science 

(Agriculture), followed by qualifications in Education, Business Services and 

Dressmaking, leading to a Masters degree in a particular branch of Education. Her 

expertise in a range of areas has led to her occupying prominent positions in a number 

of community and district organisations concerned with both agribusiness and 

education, and local development and landcare. The search for professional challenge 

and reward has meant considering being way from home, husband and children while 

working in a regional centre during the week. 
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Beth 

Beth is in the 40 – 45 age group, was born in northern New South Wales and lived on 

a grazing property until she was 20, where she says she “had the most wonderful 

childhood”. After marriage, she lived and worked in Tasmania, had two children 

before returning to a property further south in NSW. Following part time work at 

TAFE, co-ordinating work programs for the long-term unemployed, and while 

working for the Department of Health in a similar position, Beth decided to complete 

her degree which had been set aside earlier, but now found that working and part-time 

study was “gruelling”. After graduating, and returning to teaching part time at TAFE, 

she adds, “I have never been really involved in the management and running of the 

farm until recently. I am really enjoying using the skills that I have accumulated in 

this new environment”.  

 
Brenda 

Brenda is in the 40 – 55 age group. Until she was 12 years old, her home was a 

property situated a half hour from the nearest town. After attending boarding school, 

and subsequently gaining teaching qualifications, Brenda, at age 23 returned to rural 

life, now residing an hour away from each of four north-western NSW towns. During 

16 years of professional employment in teaching, she has taught as a casual and from 

pre-school to high school and in both the Catholic and public school systems. In 

addition, she has taught her own four children from Pre-school to Year 5, via Distance 

Education, “School came before mustering or helping outdoors daily”, and has helped 

other women in similar circumstances with their children. Brenda concludes “Much of 

my time is spent working on the property, riding horses competitively, gardening, 

housework [and] being mum to 4 kids”. 

 

Cherie 

Cherie is in the 20 - 40 age group. She grew up in small country towns, spending her 

primary and secondary school years in central Queensland. She gained nursing 

qualifications in Brisbane, but did not have a lot of experience with station life until 

she married her “sweetheart” and moved to his sheep and wool producing property in 

far western NSW. Cherie worked in the health system until her four children were 

born and, after gaining further nursing qualifications, currently continues with 
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outpatient work and  school health education and occupies a position on the Health 

Advisory Council, while educating her own children and working on the property. 

 
Clare 

Clare was born in the early 1960’s in southern Queensland and grew up on a farm in 

that area. She always assumed that she “would go to University in Brisbane as the 

only ‘escape’ route to avoid life in a small town with very few social opportunities 

and a job in the Commonwealth Bank!!”. Having completed a Bachelors degree, she 

then worked and travelled around Australia and overseas, “returning to live in 

Brisbane after about 5 years of freedom!”. After working professionally in Tasmania 

for two years, a further move located Clare in northern NSW, where she is now 

married with three small children. Having taken up the option of a Masters degree as 

an opportunity to pursue other career options, she now officially works part-time in 

paid employment while caring for her children and managing a cattle-breeding 

enterprise with her husband. Recent economic conditions and the demands of the bank 

have taken their toll during this time with her “skill base and income [keeping] our 

family afloat”. 

 
Denise

Denise is in the over 55 age group. After gaining a Bachelor of Arts and Diploma of 

Education from Sydney University she taught in Sydney for some years until moving 

to her present location in rural NSW where she taught for 23 years until her retirement 

6 years ago. Her Arts degree in English and History has since assisted her carrying out 

a number of community activities, such as adjudicating debates, public speaking and 

editing material for publication. 

 
Emilie

Emilie is in the over 55 age group. She was born of farming parents, one of six 

children, and attended boarding school and university before finally leaving the rural 

scene at age 21. Some 46 years later, and with childhood memories of holidays on her 

sister’s farm, she returned, having raised her children and attained multiple degrees 

and diplomas. These intervening years also saw her as a librarian and as a teacher in 

several countries, on the American continent and in Asia teaching English at 

university level. Emilie has had material published, retains an interest in an overseas 
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project and has been a professional examiner for the Higher School Certificate. Now 

living in rural NSW, Emilie is adjusting to her new life while continuing her interests 

in tutoring, social justice and community development. 

 

Frances

Frances is in the 20 – 40 age group. The families of both her parents were on the land 

and she describes herself as being “semi-rural” all her life and “totally rural” for the 

last six years when she married and moved to her husband’s family’s station some 

200 kms west of a remote town. Frances has two Bachelors degrees and a diploma, 

having been involved firstly as a music/language teacher in a major western city and 

more recently in teaching at a Central School in a casual and part-time permanent 

position. Frances’s “passion” for “music, literature, languages and teaching” has led 

to her participation in many community organisations and even to being an interpreter 

for a French rally team traversing the outback. 

 

Georgina 

Georgina is in the 20 – 40 age group. She was born and brought up in the city, and 

obtained her initial university degree before working and travelling overseas for 

almost four years. With a further post graduate diploma, Georgina commenced her 

working and rural life in south-west Queensland before moving to western NSW. She 

says she is “now committed to making this part of the world my long-term home”. 
 
Gloria

Gloria is in the 20 – 40 age group. She was born in Brisbane and “even from a young 

age as a child loved animals”, an interest which led to her first degree in Agricultural 

Science. A subsequent move to NSW, the attainment of a Graduate Diploma in 

Education, together with study at one university’s agricultural campus and work at a 

rural research centre for four years, culminated in a Masters degree, and teaching 

opportunities in a rural context. With her husband, who owns a merino stud, Gloria 

has contributed in many ways to the rural industry and the family enterprise, through 

her graduate expertise in agricultural matters and generally in computer and 

management skills. 
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Grace

Grace is in the 40 – 55 age group and has been a rural person all her life. Her 

Bachelors degree and Graduate Diploma have equipped her for professional life in 

teaching children which is her “passion”, particularly special needs children. Her 

graduate skills have also assisted her in conducting her own business, and as a 

journalist and community liaison officer. 

 
Hazel

Hazel is in the  20 – 40 age group. As a child she lived in Sydney on five acres, “but 

had grandparents, aunts and uncles and cousins on a property … where we went for 

school holidays … so I was city-ish with a rural holiday to look forward to”. With a 

science degree, practical wheat breeding experience and marriage to an agronomist, 

Hazel’s rural life commenced about 11 years ago,  ‘graduating’ to her own property 

about five years later. Her husband runs his own associated business where she often 

assists with her “chemistry and plant biology background” and attends to the 

computer bookkeeping and billing of his clients – in addition to teaching piano! 

 
Jane

Jane is in the early 20 – 40 age group and has been a rural person all her life. She 

grew up on a southern NSW property surrounded by uncles and a grandmother whose 

heritage dates back to the first pastoral settlement in the area. Jane has a  degree in 

rural science and has attended other courses to better her personal qualifications and 

further her employment opportunities. Jane and her younger brother “realise there is 

not enough family land [now] to support any family, so we are both seeking different 

employment”, with the brother also being involved in the agricultural industry. 

Together they have a “strong heritage in, and bright outlook for rural Australia … 

with an enthusiastic bent for future agribusiness.” Jane plans to work her way up in 

her career while she is young and to be “in a better and more financially stable and 

settled position in the future”. 

 

Jenny 

Jenny is in the 40 – 55 age group. She was brought up on a sheep and wheat property 

and still has an interest in it. Both sides of her family have now been on the land for 
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five generations. Having completed her veterinary degree over 20 years ago, Jenny 

was quick to move back to the country after boarding school and university in the 

city. She now has her own practice in a small country town while her husband owns 

businesses in the nearby city. They have three children, one of whom is away at 

boarding school. To broaden her studies and “sharpen” her management skills, Jenny 

is continuing with a Graduate Certificate and has applied to do another Bachelors 

degree through Distance Education, while participating in continuing professional 

education for her practice.  She is involved in many of the local business, church, 

town and professional advancement organisations. 

 
Jill

Jill is in the 20 – 40 age group. Jill’s family moved onto a property when she was 15 

years old and she spent most of her life in rural areas, apart from the years at boarding 

school and when studying at university. Initial employment was in Queensland as a 

secondary teacher of Health and Physical Education and subsequently in NSW as a 

teacher of Science, Maths and Geography. In teaching her own and other children, Jill 

is “so passionate about the advantages of higher education” as well as being involved 

in business: “maintaining the books, all data entry … all correspondence … I enjoy 

this side of our business … without having to be in the paddock”. 

 
Jo

Jo is in the over 55 age group and has been a rural person all her life apart from 

attending boarding school and being 4½ years in the WAAF during the second world 

war. She has a Bachelors degree completed as a mature age student. Jo describes 

herself as “a very active woman in my late seventies and by active, I mean both 

physically and mentally. For example I am a competent hill climber in field landcare 

surveys and am spoken of as a leader by my colleagues in our local Women’s 

Discussion Groups. I have two children, one holding a PhD, the other just completing 

a PhD, and I have six grandchildren, five of whom are university undergraduates, two 

in their honours year. This answer has been done with reluctance, as I don’t like to 

talk about myself. However, I am only too happy to talk about my grandchildren!”. 
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Laura

Laura is in the 20 – 40 age group. She has been a rural person all her life, having 

grown up on a western sheep and cattle property and attended a small, one-teacher 

school nearby. Laura “sacrificed the opportunity to attend boarding school for … love 

of being on the land” and has “never lived in a large city apart from Broken Hill”. Her 

teaching degree led to employment in a number of areas throughout the west of the 

state. 

 
Maree

Maree is in the over 55 age group and has been a rural person all her life except for 7 

years of boarding school and initial tertiary study. “I was born only a few miles from 

where I live now. … When … teaching secondary school, my postings were all in 

country schools [where] I taught for only seven years after graduation – once we 

moved onto our own property, I was kept busy with the children and helping my 

husband, and once the children were at school there always seemed to be a need for 

parents to help with reading, tuck shop, sports days, band trips etc. Once the younger 

children were at boarding school and our son came home to work on the place, there 

was more ‘time for me’, so I began TAFE classes, basically computer-oriented, which 

I enjoyed. But there isn’t a lot on offer in small country towns and I decided to go 

back to university studies. I had begun my degree [some years earlier] to upgrade my 

status, but once we moved to where we live now it had to go on hold – for 25 years as 

it turned out. So [later]… I went back to university as an external student and 

completed my Arts degree. Once more I was looking for something to do.”  Maree is 

currently a TAFE teacher “doing  various courses at the same time to keep myself 

viable”,  with particular interests in literacy and numeracy. 

 

Margaret 

Margaret is in the over 55 age group. She was born in a country town of Scottish 

parents who both served in World War I before marrying and moving onto a Soldiers 

Settlers Block. The last of their three daughters, of whom Margaret is the middle one, 

was born during the Depression in the early [nineteen] thirties, when the family was 

deeply in debt, having bought another farm just before the Depression when the 

economy was booming.  Margaret’s mother died of pneumonia after ten years of 
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marriage, leaving her father to battle on with three small daughters and with an elderly 

relative who came as housekeeper, mother figure. Thus Margaret had a “no frills 

[country] education” before attending university, at the insistence of her father who 

was motivated by “a belief in education for careers for girls” and a fear “of what 

would become of us if anything happened to him”. In her High School years Margaret 

was greatly influenced by the Girl Guides to ‘do [her] duty’ in the community and use 

the talents she had, a trait which has carried on through her life. After university, a 

year overseas and a year teaching, Margaret married a farmer and has combined her 

career with extensive community work, being the mother of three and grandmother of 

four and a farmer’s wife. But perhaps equally importantly she remains a teacher and 

counsellor in the western area to the present time, although contemplating retiring in 

her mid seventies, when she and her husband are soon to “get off the farm”.  

 

Natalie

Natalie is in the over 55 age group. Natalie has only recently become a rural person 

with her husband when their business in primary industry became productive. During 

her university years her father, who “thought it a waste of time for women to go to 

Uni”, belatedly came to support her determination to succeed. After graduating with a 

Bachelor of Science degree Natalie travelled overseas for a year before obtaining the 

first of two positions which provided considerable experience in her field. Her 

expertise, in research, quality control, pathology and customer support, leading to the 

position of business manager in her particular area of a large manufacturing firm, has 

enabled Natalie to apply her skills in a very positive manner to her rural project. 

 

Peg

Peg is in the 40 – 55 age group. She has lived in the country for all her married life 

although she grew up and was educated in the city. Her family “thought it a waste to 

have a girl studying for years without a chance to earn a living”, so that her university 

scholarship was directed towards becoming a teacher in the shortest time. After 

completing this initial tertiary training, Peg immediately commenced a degree course, 

which, over time has culminated in the award of both Bachelors and Masters degrees 

and a Graduate Diploma. Further study still beckons. When first married, Peg and her 

husband, also a teacher, decided on a rural life, bought a small farm, raised their 
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children, and with both continuing their study, Peg progressed with her teaching to 

secondary school Principal and her husband to a university position. 

 

Robyn

Robyn is in the over 55 age group. After secondary schooling, she trained to become a 

teacher and for 15 years “taught, travelled and worked in education”, worked as an 

advisor to a foreign government on early education and became a Principal of an 

Infants’ School before marrying and moving to western NSW. Part-time and some 

casual work followed during which time Robyn became involved in the agriculture 

that was the focus of her household. She became a mother, reared her children and 

was an active and keen worker for her children’s school. Upon their transfer to 

boarding school, Robyn was then able to become involved in the business 

management of the farm, in farming technologies and politics and in a number of 

community organisations. 

 
Rose

Rose is in the over 55 age group. She was born in the country and spent her primary 

school years “doing correspondence school”, followed by five years in the city at 

boarding school. She has been in her present rural location for over 40 years but only 

began her university studies when her youngest child was 16 years old. Her first 

Bachelors degree was undertaken as an external student and when that was finished 

Rose says she “suffered withdrawal symptoms”, so began her second degree. She 

comments that her two degrees are not in themselves “useful in getting a job … If I 

had my life over, I would be getting teaching qualifications, (even if I hated 

teaching)”. Nevertheless, Rose is still involved in another course! 

 
Susie

Suzie is in the over 55 age group. She was born in Sydney and her father died when 

she was seven.  Suzie relates her own story, 

 

My mother (who kept horses and dogs) encouraged me in any interests I 

developed but never pressured me to achieve, simply praising my efforts. 
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I grew up in a house filled with books, music, ballet, art and dogs.  I spent 

most school holidays enjoying one of my favourite occupations, riding, in my 

favourite place, the country.  My other great loves have been reading, painting 

(I have always dabbled), gardening and music (I learned violin and piano and 

played church organs on and off over the years.  It is marvellous what one can 

do with a soap opera theme on a pipe organ!)  

 

I decided, at high school, that I wanted to attend university. I obtained a 

scholarship to Sydney University  just as I turned seventeen.  I put down my 

name for Arts as I did not know where Phillip Street was - the location of the 

Law School.  I wanted to study law.  Now I cannot believe I was so naive, but 

I shall never regret studying Archaeology and Latin at tertiary level. 

 

I taught [High School] for a couple of years after graduation (I liked teaching), 

married and had a family and began studying law when the children 

commenced school. I loved practising law which I did in Sydney for a number 

of years. Then, the children grown up, with the encouragement of my husband 

I decided to start farming cattle - and moved permanently to the country.  I had 

always wanted to get out of a city environment, and have always enjoyed 

handling animals.  

 

Trudy

Trudy is in the 20 – 40 age group. Trudy was born in Sydney, although her father was 

from a far western NSW property which his parents had been the first to settle and to 

which Trudy’s family moved soon after her birth. For the first years of her schooling 

she was educated through School of the Air, and although both parents had attended 

boarding school, they did not wish this for Trudy and her sister. Instead, the sale of 

the property and the family’s move to a rural city came about for a number of reasons, 

including prolonged drought, financial downturn and debt, access to education and her 

mother’s health. At university in Sydney, Trudy completed a Bachelor of Science 

degree in Resource and Environmental Management accompanied by a Secondary 

School Diploma of Education. Related employment in several positions soon 
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followed, with Trudy now involved in the strategic management of the natural 

resources of a large area of western NSW. 

 

Val

Val is in the 40 – 55 age group. With an Arts – Economics degree, she worked in 

London for six years in an Australian Government position, and in a similar role in 

Canberra involved with rural matters. She has been a rural person since she moved to 

her husband’s family farm where she contributed to the education of her three 

children who now have careers. Even though “working on the farm is busy and 

satisfying employment … it would be fantastic if financial returns were better”. 

Frustration at lack of job opportunities and academic fulfillment in a remote area led 

Val to move “from a big risk farm area to set up a business in town” and continue her 

love of writing. 

 
Wendy

Wendy is in the 40 – 55 age group. After spending her initial years in Brisbane, she 

graduated from a Queensland university with a degree in Agricultural Science, and 

has become a rural person since that time. She is now in partnership with her husband 

in a NSW farming business, where she states that her university studies have been 

integral to her living in rural areas. 

 
 
 
 
A Vignette  

A day in the life of each of the participants would likely be as different as they 

themselves are unique in their own environment. The perspectives of the women 

participating were embedded in their own everyday experiences. These perceptions 

were highlighted by the following “day in the life of” Alara, who reflected on her 

interaction with me and offered a glimpse of her own typical reality. 

 
“ …thinking of you and my previous mails to you and had to have a chuckle 

about how I have spent the past few days and how “real” graduates would 

most likely NOT be doing this!” 
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Sat am - church function 

Sat arvo - home and then into the ute with 2 tired little girls (now 3 & 1) to 

muster ewes for shearing to start Monday - a fun 3 hours - then home to cook, 

bathe, bed!!!!! 

 

Sun am - panic as we are having a student (15 yr old male) with us for two 

weeks and parents delivering him at 9.30 am. 

Sun arvo - parents finally leave at 2.30 pm giving me time to wash up and get 

meal ready for Sun pm.  Up all night with throwing up kids!!!! 

 

Mon  - raining so no shearing 

 

Tues arvo - into town to get 3 yr old to dancing by 3pm then me to teach at 

TAFE from 6-9 pm - home by 11.00 pm to unpack the groceries!  Pick the 

kids up from babysitter about 9.30pm!  

 

Wed am - shearing starting to day so have the next 5 weeks of getting up and 

getting lunches etc ready before 7am (and for 2 people for 8 more days!).  

Dropped the girls down to a friends place as I had to work in the shed today 

(the friend lives about 15 kms away and shed is about 15 kms opposite 

direction!).  At the shearing shed 10.00 am to 5.00 pm then a 30km drive to 

pick the girls up to get home to get dinner ready and on the table so the 

husband can get to a bush fire brigade meeting by 7pm (yeh, right!).  Feed 

everyone, wash up, give milk to the girls, put them to bed at 8.30, clean up 

their toys and get onto the computer to check out my emails. Have a cup of tea 

and collapse! 

 

Now all of this is pretty normal stuff for out here but I tell my city friends and 

they think I have become delusional or some such thing!  It is interesting and I 

would imagine this is fairly typical of what you have been told by the people 

you have spoken to.  Here it does not matter what quals you may have - the 

work load is still the same and you still have to be cook, cleaner, unpaid 

worker etc, etc, etc.   
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So, I guess my ramblings bring me to conclude that quals do help you 

maintain or obtain a feeling of worth BUT the type of work that you do will 

not necessarily change - certainly you can get better part time jobs (such as 

TAFE etc) but the day to day chores that need to be done on the farm don’t 

ever really change.  I guess that this is why so often our achievements get 

swept under the rug while we deal with the immediate!  

 Sorry, rambling again - must be you opening up my mind!!!!! (Alara) 

 
 
 
 
Geographical Distribution 

The nearest population centres for participants in the research are indicated on the 
following map of New South Wales. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.1 Nearest Population Centres 
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CHAPTER 5 – BEING RURAL 
 
Introduction 

This chapter is the first of four presenting the articulations of the participants in their 

own words. It reveals the rural environment from two aspects, firstly relating to how 

the participants defined ‘rural’ and secondly how they viewed what it meant, to them, 

to be rural. The latter extended to discussing the attitudes, protocols and customs that 

constitute the rural existence together with features of the rural–urban relationship. 

Finally, the chapter identified particular aspects of the life of rural women in the 

context of their environment.  

 
Rural Terminology 

Descriptions of the geographical areas beyond the major cities have seen the evolution 

of meanings of words and the introduction of new expressions to support changing 

times - 

 
Rural, to me, means what country used to mean, i.e. living away from major 
metropolitan areas. With the growth of some inland cities, the addition of 
regional has been necessary to avoid confusion with what used to be city or 
country. Thus the term rural and regional and remote. (Margaret) 

 
 Various expressions [are] used – ‘regional’, ‘outback’, ‘the bush’, [which]  
appear to be terms fostered by the media. (Jo) 

 

Further explanation of the terms distinguished their features - 
 

“Rural’ I guess has a few different meanings. It relates to the bush and 
country living. It’s characterised by many components – lifestyle, a region of 
farming and people. (Laura) 
 
Clean air, open spaces, living closer to nature, fewer services – transport, 
shopping, entertainment. More relaxed lifestyle, less cosmopolitan. A good 
lifestyle if you have an occupation which can support you there. (Peg) 
 
… smaller population, fewer services, not a major business centre, difficulty 
attracting professionals. (Jill) 
 
It is very difficult to attract vets to the country. (Jenny) 
 

The state of the roads were an indication of rurality - 
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Wide open spaces, a slower pace and dirt roads are a good indication of rural 
... (Georgina) 

 

Or perhaps rurality had to do with whether you lived ‘in town’ or ‘out of town’ - 
 

Rural means living on a farm or in a small town. Regional means living away 
from major metropolitan areas but possibly in a large town that has been 
classified as a city. (Margaret) 
 
Rural used to mean to me living from the land and on the land. Since living in 
[this town] I think rural is living in a small town, with only a small 
infrastructure of services. (Natalie) 
 
I feel that you are ‘rural’ when you live out of town. For sure these towns are 
rural but to me living on the land is the true meaning of the word ‘rural’. 
(Gloria) 
 
To me it means living in the country – really out in the bush, not just in a 
country town – and anything which involves making a living off the land. But I 
think that this attitude is out of date, and today the word ‘rural’ has a much 
wider application, which is a good thing. (Maree) 

 
[It means] a rural area – outside of metropolitan areas, including all the 
fringing  “weekend farmlands” surrounding cities. (Jane) 
 

The question arose, as to where the ‘living’ or ‘working’ takes place - 
 

I guess rural, strictly speaking, refers to those living on properties, away from 
cities, houses etc. However the line is blurred by the many who live in town 
and work on properties and vice versa. (Jenny) 

 

Or perhaps it does not even entail living or working in the country area - 
 

The word rural encompasses all that is country – this does not necessitate the 
living in rural areas necessarily but having a belief in the country. (Alara) 

 
 
One further concept of ‘rural’ that emerged was that it became a function of distance 

from something else in the geographical sense. The term ‘remote’ assumed not only a 

geographical significance, but indicated separation from human contact and support – 

a situation which is discussed in a following section - 

 
Remote means living in areas beyond daily reach of services for education, 
health, and other professional services and where the population is sparse. 
(Margaret) 
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However, it would seem that when residents of such areas are asked where they live, 

the answer does not usually include one of the above descriptions. A geographic 

reference embraced the range of meanings conveyed by all terms from city to remote - 

 
People who live in these places may say ‘the Central West’ as defining their 
rural area.  (Jo) 

 

Indeed, the participants themselves frequently used this type of terminology to 

describe membership of organisations, networks and family homes and circumstances 

- 

 
I am a member of the Central West Branch of [this organisation]… The 
women had a very strong network in the Central West. (Peg) 

 
Marriage to a farmer in the central west…  (Margaret) 
 

 
The geographically-oriented definition was also expressed in ways which highlighted 

geographical features - 

… north-west of Bourke (Cherie) 

 … east of Armidale (Claire)  

… southern tablelands NSW (Jane) 

… South West Slopes of NSW (Margaret) 

 … west of the sandstone curtain …(Barbara, Denise) 

 … west of the Great Divide! … not coastal areas. (Wendy) 

 … non-holiday areas of the South Coast … (Denise) 

… not on the eastern seaboard … Having lived so long west of the ranges, I 
tend to exclude all the coastal strip which isn’t fair. The North Coast and the 
South Coast are of course rural. (Beth) 
 
It is a category that fits people who live west of the Blue Mountains.(Laura) 
 
 

Some participants rejected the term ‘rural’ in favour of ‘country’ or ‘outback’, which 

might possibly be seen as more substantial or meaningful terms than the usual ‘rural’ - 

 
The word “rural” to me actually conjures up images of rolling green hills and 
hobby farms. I tend to associate “rural” with the “inside” or tableland 
regions of the state. For the people and places out here, [Far West Region] I 
tend to use the word “bush” and “outback”, rather than rural. (Trudy) 
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I don’t like the word “rural” – prefer “country”. (Jenny) 
 
Country [is] predominantly farming landscape. (Grace) 
 

While ‘remote’ might evoke feelings of distance and separation, there appeared to be 

other non-geographical connotations associated with some words, implying a 

superior/inferior distinction - 

 
Note: [My] ‘pet hate’. Rural communities referred to by city people as living 
in “the bush”. It sounds like we’re all backwards hillbillies who can’t look 
after ourselves, and are of lesser importance than those in metropolitan areas.  
(Jane) 

 

Further definition came by way of activity or occupations related to - 
 

…crops and animals … wheat silos, abattoirs, sale yards, farm machinery 
businesses and rural businesses …[including] services within the town. 
(Anastasia) 

 

These activities might be carried on in rural towns, where the source of income is 

once removed from the primary industry - 

 
… living … in associated small towns who are in farming areas (therefore 
deriving living ‘second hand’ from farming). (Hazel) 
 
Areas of a country where the bulk of the community relate to or are involved 
directly or indirectly with agriculture. (Robyn) 

 

Others imposed minimum distances from centres of limited population -  
 

More than 20km from services, shops, town etc. (Val) 
 

… living some distance from a rural centre or community, e.g.100 kms to 
Moree. (Jill) 
 
I would define the word “rural” as being an area where local towns do not 
exceed a population of more then 10,000 people. These towns provide services 
and facilities to other smaller outlying towns and the people that live in 
between them. (Cherie) 
 
Small villages and towns in a rural setting, those in rural cities which are not 
very big (e.g. about 25,000 pop). The word also includes industrial activities 
carried out in our non-urban areas (“urban” being a capital city, major city 
or urban sprawl).  (Suzie) 
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My own feeling is that the towns west of Dubbo are rural; the people who live 
beyond Bourke to the west and north and beyond, are truly isolated. (Cherie) 
 
Rural immediately suggests any area or town that has a population of less 
than  30,000. It means that a community or town relies on farming production.  
(Anastasia) 

 

Rural was also concerned with frequency, quality and access to services - 
 
For example – frequency of mail delivery, quality of phone and power supply, 
cost of fuel, access to fresh food, and extending to other more complicated 
services such as access to education and so on. (Cherie) 
 
This is separate again to the concept of living in the bush, where you have to 
make even more allowances to getting access to services for achieving your 
activities of basic living … [where] we buy our non-perishable groceries every 
two months, and our fresh food around every two weeks. (Cherie) 
 
‘Rural’ to me means living in the country, away from all the ‘modern cons’ 
that come with living in the city. (Gloria) 
 
Remote Rural [is being] isolated from friends, shops, sports activities, stock 
markets. (Brenda) 

 

The increasing size of properties towards the west of the state was seen to be in 

proportion to the degree of remoteness - 

 
Large property holdings [place] neighbours a long way apart. (Jill) 

 

The degrees of separation implied by distance and terminology were viewed, in 

addition to the geographical sense, as a mental means of measuring rurality -  

 
My conclusion was that people develop their own idea of what ‘rural’ is based 
on their own experiences and perceptions. … To our Sydney friends, Bathurst 
is a rural area and Dubbo is in the bush; to our Dubbo friends, Nyngan and 
Bourke are rural; to Bourke and Brewarrina people, the true rural people are 
those from the properties … truly isolated. (Cherie) 

 

But what did it mean to be ‘rural’ and what did it mean to be ‘isolated’ to those who 

had chosen this way of life?   
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In the following section, the graduate rural women identified other dimensions 

or facets of being ‘rural’ that transcended definitional terminology. 

 
Being Rural 

The selection of five comments below summarised the views of many and provided 

an introduction to the perceptions which follow, giving a more explicit view of what it 

meant to be rural - 

 
 Rural is such a textured framework to exist within!  (Clare) 
 Rural means childhood memories. (Emilie) 
 Rural means living off the land. (Frances) 
 Rural means a lifestyle. (Georgina) 
 The best kind of lifestyle! (Frances) 
 

The diversity, range and depth of the participants’ perceptions about the meaning of 

being rural revealed a multi-faceted state of existence, with the suggestion that people 

had a pre-disposition to being ‘rural’, or of a character that is naturally in harmony 

with this way of life - 

 
For me, rural is almost a spiritual state, and I believe that true rural people 
have it in their blood - they can be living in cities or other countries but they 
will always remain rural. My brother has never been a rural and never will be 
– it is not in his being. (Alara) 
 
I was born only a few miles from where I live now, and although life on the 
land isn’t always easy, I wouldn’t change it. (Maree) 
 
I have been a ‘rural’ person all my life. I have strong connections with the 
land. (Laura) 

 

On the other hand, the presumed harmonious existence might be either confirmed or 

tinged with resignation, given the counting of the hours and years - 

 
[I have been a rural person] 24 hours per day for 13.5 years. (Suzie) 

 

It followed that ‘rural’ could be an attitude, where the very nature of the lifestyle turns 

the everyday into second nature. It is where – 

 
You know your neighbour’s name and help them when they need it. 
You also lend them your gear. 
You only hear from politicians near election time. 

107 



 

You want it to rain. 
You buy groceries for the fortnight or month. 
There are no specialist doctors…you are more responsible for your own 
health. 
You don’t need council approval to change your house (hence many crappy 

houses). 
Your children have to get up in the dark to get ready for school because office 

workers like daylight saving. 
The main income is from primary production, and you, as the wife, have to 

work off-farm because it’s not enough. 
Your university degree isn’t worth much because there are too few 

professional jobs. 
You are on at least 2 community committees because there are too few others. 
We feel safe enough to leave windows and doors open on hot summer nights. 
 
You are in touch with nature, you don’t see ‘dirt’, you see ‘soil’, and when 
your clothes are dirty it is not a bad thing, it shows you have laboured. Rural 
people respect hard physical work and it holds a higher value as work 
compared to an office job. (Barbara) 

 
To me personally, it means a very happy but challenging way of life, food for 
bringing up children. To my mind, I live in a great region, between the urban 
problems and the “far out” outback stresses. I am very aware of the good 
things in rural living, but also can see the down sides which impact upon 
others. (Rose) 

 
There are more down to earth attitudes, cleaner air, independence and space! 
(Gloria) 
 
It is working, interacting with people who appreciate a lifestyle that is focused 
on the country. (Georgina) 
 
[You have] a belief in the country and the importance of it to the economy of 
Australia. (Alara) 

 

‘Rural’ also meant that the development of identity with the rural circumstance led to 

a deeper understanding and appreciation of the driving forces that regulate such life -

  

 
Rural means that you have an affinity with the seasons. A rural person is in 
touch with the natural cycles of birth and death because we are surrounded by 
it constantly and often have a hand in the death of an animal that we admire 
or love. 
 
 For example, I admire a brown snake for its beauty and  evolutionary design 
excellence, but I still shoot him when he comes into my garden. The same 
happens to the little rabbits that occasionally take up residence under the 
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house. I am relentless until my shotgun has dispatched them all, yet I love 
their cute little forms but know that they are a pest and so I am able to destroy 
them. I don’t think that city people can do that.  
 
Sometimes we have to shoot a favourite dog who has become too arthritic to 
have a quality of life and rather than frighten him with a 30 kilometre trip into 
town and the terrifying stench of the vet’s surgery, he is taken for a short walk 
hunting, smelling the tracks of a rabbit here, startles a grasshopper there and 
enjoys the solitude of the bush with his beloved master; and doesn’t come 
home. It’s worse when it is a horse. (Barbara) 

 

Solitude, the solitude of the bush in its many forms, was often linked with isolation, 

where both were taken to evidence a state of physical, and therefore assumed, mental 

deprivation by those who had never really experienced it - 

 
I certainly don’t dwell on the fact that we live miles from anywhere, with few 
close neighbours, at the mercy of nature and the elements. … I am happy to be 
here. … I feel that being isolated is a state of mind. (Cherie) 

 

Isolation afforded not only the space to think but also to consider and come to terms 

with more than just the facts of being isolated. It could reveal an essentiality of 

existence, stripped of confusions, diversions, interruptions and irrelevancies imposed 

by more populous surroundings - 

 
 Rural is isolation and sanctuary, a sense of peace, belonging and yet a 

devalued experience… transparency of lives, livelihoods, failings and 
progress, the sense of community with its inherent flaws. (Clare) 

 
Being alone is a daily part of life so many rural women do not find it 
threatening, in fact we often love it and enjoy the time. It is a slower time when 
you can sit upon the verandah and watch the blue wrens do the insecting 
among the grape leaves and catch butterflies in the roses. (Barbara) 

 
 

While some would shun a more solitary existence, strength could be drawn from a life 

often fraught with difficulties - 

 
 The experience of the bush is such a mixed bag - entrenched ideas and 
families and attitudes; there is the sharing and the critical; the use of power 
and influence; there is shame and depression and anger (particularly of the 
banks!!); and yet the isolation can be fortifying.  To survive all of this, I have 
found it useful to understand the different forces in my head, my heart is too 
sensitive, intellectualising the experience is survival! (Clare) 
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Yet, life had to continue by treasuring the intangible while adapting to the rural 

reality. Traditional modes of behaviour had evolved to assist and direct in this 

process, as discussed in the following section. 

 

Protocol, Manners and Customs 

These traditional manners and customs were the unwritten rules, protocols and codes 

of conduct that reflected the rural circumstance. Barbara provided a resumé of 

guidelines for ‘the way things are done in the bush.’ 

 

There were rules for conduct and attitude - 

 
Always leave the gate as you found it. City people never do up the chain on the 
gate the same way and consequently some gates come open easily and all the 
stock get into your crop which is the farm income for the next 12 months. 
 
You know to go past a farmhouse slowly if your dust is going to blow in that 
direction. 
 
You know not to badly offend someone in the community because they never 
forget and you are sure to have to work with them sometime in the future on 
something. 
 
You make an effort to remember names when introduced. 
 
You have a much stronger obligation within your society to look after one 
another. 
 
You are more responsible to the community, you don’t litter and that sort of 
thing because it’s your environment and you are never anonymous. 
 
Rural men and women often project images to others, in a social setting, of 
having lots of money and when you visit their homes, you are often completely 
shocked at how shabby and dirty their homes are. 
 
Rural women place a high value on a nice garden and often judge each other 
on their gardens. Women who do not have a nice garden are considered by 
their peers to be lazy. 
 
Laziness in any endeavour in a rural community is seen as being a very poor 
human quality. 
 
Polite rural conversation nearly always starts with ‘have you had any rain?’ 
or some other reference to the weather. No matter how much of a hurry you 
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are for them to get to the point of why they rang you, you have to discuss this. 
You are considered rude if you do not. 
 
Women rarely get leadership positions on committees to access government 
funding and tend to get the roles of treasurer or secretary. Men never get the 
secretary role. This is part of rural protocol. 

 

There were standards or codes for dress - 
 

Rural has certain dress codes …Rural people judge outsiders purely on dress 
and exterior appearance quite often. 
 
Upper class rural women tend to wear liberty trim, coloured denim skirts, 
certain brands that have labels on the outside and are expensive. Indian 
clothing and loose cottons are definitely not part of the upper class dress code. 
Linen is very highly regarded as a clothing fabric and to be really good you 
have to have it beautifully pressed despite the fact that the temperature is 
above 40 degrees celsius and you’ve just driven 160 kilometres. Blowed if I 
know how they achieve that one! 
 
Rural men’s dress code for the upper classes is expensive elasticised riding 
boots, fine checked shirts rather than plain colours, no tie, nice leather belt, 
pure wool jumpers, often moleskin trousers rather than jeans. Regular haircut, 
fresh shave. 

 

There were decrees for sharing - 
 

When you have excess food, you share it with your neighbours and friends – 
examples are tomatoes, fruit, veges, eggs. Women share these things and if 
you let it rot on the tree you feel guilty. I think this is a carry over attitude 
from times past that has remained as part of rural protocol and attitude.  

In contrast, excess farm produce that men produce, such as hay, that has 
an economic value, is almost always sold by him. Men tend to only share these 
things when one of their peers has a crisis situation such as a hay shed fire or 
bush fire. (Barbara) 

 

And then there was the principle of sharing one’s life - 
 

 [I live] … within a defined, transparent community. (Clare) 
 
 … people born in the country… know everyone and everyone’s business. 
(Natalie) 
 
[There is the] suspicion of “rural” conservatism and the excessive closeness 
of the community. (Emilie) 
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 There are themes here, about what happens when there is a ‘fall from grace’, 
losing one’s property carries its own baggage in the rural scene … that total 
lack of anonymity takes a bit of surviving. (Clare) 
 

 
If the above guidelines provided an insight into rural life, the question arose as 

to what might be revealed from a corresponding code of conduct for people who lived 

in the cities. A subconscious comparison might be the motivation behind some of the 

comments in the following section, which considered the rural-urban relationship. 

  
The Rural -Urban Relationship 

A further examination of the term ‘rural’ led to an association with ‘urban’ as viewed 

by the graduate rural women. Comparisons of life-style appreciation in this study 

reflected the participants’ changing viewpoints during their transition from youth to 

maturity, when moving between the city and country, and when traditional aspects of 

country living persisted in changing times. In addition, similarities and differences in 

urban and rural life were expressed in terms of those situations, opportunities and 

services that were available to a lesser or different extent in the country as opposed to 

the city.  

 

Clare spoke as a country person observing the effect of maturity on her impressions of 

life in the bush, when in her youth she was bound to leave, and later destined to return 

- 

 
 The value I attached to the word ‘rural’ has changed over time. It is now a 
much more positive word than it was in my teens!! … My view of the world has 
grown up since spending my childhood in the bush. …I do remember as a 17 
year old craving for a move to the city and I was 17 when I started my first 
degree. So there was something about being rural that I couldn’t wait to leave 
– the need for bright lights and company I think. … [I now have] an 
unshakeable need for the physical beauty and peacefulness of the bush – of 
getting hands in the earth and pulling calves!! … It is like a primeval urge to 
be reconnected to the land that bushwalking and picnicking cannot satisfy. 
 (Clare)  

 

In a similar fashion, others referred to their enduring attachment to the life of their 

early years in the bush - 
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 I lived on a grazing property until I was 20 and had the most wonderful 
childhood. (Beth) 

 
I enjoyed most of those years away and am very glad I had them, but it was 
good to get back to the bush. (Maree) 
 
[I] was quick to move back to the country after schooling and university in the 
city. (Jenny) 

 
When we moved out of town to a property, it was a great relief. (Hazel) 

 
 I did not feel complete until I was back out in the country. (Alara) 
 

I guess I’ve always been a “rural” person, but I didn’t realise this completely 
until I came back to the region after a long time away. It is literally as they say 
– “you can take the girl out of the country but you can’t take the country out of 
the girl”. (Trudy) 

 
 As children we moved from the bush and lived in the town – this was a big 

change for my sister and I. At first we felt confined and very different to the 
people we lived near. Going to a real school (not School of the Air) for the 
first time was also an eye-opener! … I was constantly longing to come back to 
the country! (Trudy) 

 

The move for a city person from city to country, and from country town to remote 

region, similarly revealed a change of more than geographical location - 

 
Rural and remote areas place more demands than [the] city.  (Val) 

  
I don’t think that many “town people” really appreciate the transition that 
takes place when you go to live in the bush, let alone the changes that you 
undergo as an individual. (Cherie) 
 
I don’t think I fit the city too well because … I’m a person who needs lots of 
‘space’. (Hazel) 
 
To me, the change to living in the bush just meant that it takes longer to get to 
town, and the services are less efficient, but I would never consider myself to 
be isolated. (Cherie) 

 

In the same way, the return to a country area caused concern as, with a mature 

outlook, there were difficulties in adjusting to the realities of adult rural life. It was a 

time when basic, and perhaps previously unchallenged, beliefs were laid bare to 

scrutiny - 
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In deciding to move here my mixed emotions were some kind of reality check 
about isolation, access to services etc etc. Having said that, I felt every bit of 
the isolation and culture change that I was able to ‘intellectualise’, but 
struggled to come to terms with. (Clare) 

 

Others who have made the change confirmed the emotional effect on women who 

might experience the transition at a time when other events were also influencing their 

lives:  such as marriage, career change or abandonment, and financial upheaval - 

 
As a secondary student I had no idea where Warren, Condobolin, Bourke or 
Whitecliffs were as I had never been west of the mountains until I was 
engaged. … I must admit I cried buckets of tears when I went to this dusty, dry 
little town in the middle of a drought in 1972 and wondered what life would 
bring. … I had never lived in the country before -I was so green that I thought 
a cow cockey was a bird that stood on the back of a cow!!!!   (Anastasia) 

 

The transition also involved revising urban ideas of space and distance - 
 

I finally landed a job in a place [in SW Queensland] (I had to look it up on a 
map to work out where it was). I was so surprised to find it so far away from 
Brisbane, yet I moved up there with excitement and tribulation . I had an 
understanding that I would be working in the area around [this center], so 
assumed that I would be covering an area of around 50km radius …My jaw 
dropped when I found out that I would be covering an area of 2½ times the 
size of Victoria and that it was not uncommon to drive 4 hours for a meeting! 
This was my introduction to rural Australia. … I quickly learned that all that I 
had learnt at uni was not really applicable for SW Qld. (Georgina) 

 

Enforced change had subsequent rewards, when pre-conceived notions were swept 

aside - 

I was born and brought up in the city and always had this perceived concept 
that there was nothing to do or achieve in remote/rural areas. How wrong was 
I. There are so many opportunities and there is a real sense of community, 
which I had never really sensed when I was living in the city. (Georgina) 
 

 A friend from the city wanted to know how we filled in our time but that was 
never a problem! (Peg) 

 
Because of my degree I have moved into a rural environment. If it was not for 
a professional move, I am not sure if I would have moved from my previous 
“comfort zone” of urban life. … Initially I moved out here to take up a 
position in the area of natural resource management. However, I am now 
committed to making this part of the world my long-term home. (Georgina) 
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However, the move from the city to the country, for a graduate woman, also revealed 

continuing disquiet unless solutions could be found over time. There was the initial 

problem of being the new, or scrutinised, person in the community - 

 
A distinction is shown between people born in the country, who therefore know 
everyone and everyone’s business, and “blow-ins” like my husband and I. 
Since I have only been rural for 3 years I don’t feel very rural. (Natalie) 
 
[I live] 50 kms out of [this town], within a defined, transparent community. 
(Clare) 

 
Then there was the problem of personal adjustment to a different way of life. The 

motivation to be successful in achieving purpose and fulfilment now had to come 

principally from within -  

 
 There is a need … to think “in-self”. (Val) 
 

The tension is between the enjoyment of country serenity – I don’t have a  
“useful” outside role on this sheep grazing property yet – and the continuous 
stimulation of a busy life in the city with a hectic job, lots of friends and 
endless choices of interesting things to do – but based, alone, in an “empty 
nest”! I am searching for a position as a modern rural woman, on-line, 
involved in social justice and community development and escaping the round 
of bridge  and endless socialising. (Emilie) 

 

The solution might lie, in part, in channelling energy into the tasks at hand and the 

new future which might offer challenges in other subtle ways not previously 

experienced - 

 
We bought a small farm, started milking a goat stud and grew vegetables. The 
study did not take us away from the joys of country living but it allowed us to 
expand our horizons. Goat farming and vegetable growing all inspired more 
reading and research. (Peg)     

 

The transition between life-styles was also assisted if there were a greater 

understanding of the country circumstance forged through family connections - 

 
 The links between city and country have markedly declined since I was young. 
Most city families had relatives in the country – now very few seem to. (Jenny) 

 

The way was eased for those who were familiar with country life -  
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[I had] holidays on my sister’s farm.  (Emilie) 
 
I lived in Sydney on 5 acres as a child but had grandparents, aunts and uncles 
and cousins on a property near Orange where we went for most school 
holidays. So I was city-ish with a ‘rural’ holiday to look forward to. (Hazel) 

 

The additional demands made on rural people, as a result of their geographic 

separation yet close reliance upon the elements and the country’s economic climate, 

were challenges to be addressed by both the individuals themselves and their 

governing bodies -  

  
Diversities of all sorts must help shape the country people as they face more 
problems than city people, from distance, the elements and lack of amenities. 
(Jo) 

 

The diversities or perhaps challenges and difficulties, to which Jo and others referred 

as being instruments of changing and shaping country people and which contributed 

to country people being self-reliant according to Val, were a continuing source of 

debate - 

 
You have to make even more allowances for achieving your activities of basic 
living. …[influenced by access to and] the availability and quality of basic 
services … For example, we get a twice weekly mail service from Bourke, 
where town people have a daily service. We buy our non-perishable groceries 
every two months, and our fresh food around every two weeks. If our phone is 
out of order, or we have a blackout, it can take days for repairs to occur. 
Many of our roads are impassable when wet. Again this is a very broad 
comparison, and I understand that many people living in “urban” centres can 
have as many discrepancies in their service provision. Still, we choose to live 
here, so we tend to accept what is provided. (Cherie) 

 

Rural hardships also included - 
 

… dirt roads (either dust or mud), kids with no mates close by, pantry 
cupboard that is bare until the next trip to town is warranted, medical help is a 
two hour round trip, power failures are regular, telephone service is only fair, 
internet is impossible, TV channels available at an extra cost due to the dish 
needed, [and] poor promotion of wool by the government sending us broke. 
(Brenda) 

 
One had to remember - 
 

… not to take for granted food and fuel prices, fresh fruit and vegetables, lack 
of sporting facilities, medical facilities, schooling opportunities. (Gloria) 
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Certain conditions might well restrict a farm-oriented life-style. There were the basic 

hardships over which there was little or no control, such as the elements and world 

economic situations, evidenced as - 

 
… prolonged drought [and] financial downturn and debt. (Trudy) 

 

The prudent response was to change direction ahead of necessity –  

 
 I have moved from a big risk farm area to set up a business in town. (Val) 

 
Rather than as a result of necessity – 

 
My 10 years in the bush has recently culminated in our family leaving our 
property and ‘losing the lot’ you might say to the Bank. I know that it is not an 
uncommon experience in the bush. I have always had a feeling that it would be 
my educational background which would give my family a buffer to surviving 
life events and unpredictably though in this instance walking away from a 
property we loved with nothing more than our personal belongings has proved 
to be one of them. (Clare) 

 

To counteract this situation, where there was the option of some control over 

circumstances, resource planning programs could benefit from the training, skills and 

knowledge of people, perhaps in the form of graduate women - 

 
Rural and remote areas place more demands on people and resources than the 
city. [In the country there is a] need to plan resources based on knowledge, to 
live methodically and think analytically – think ‘in-self’ and ‘ex-self’. There 
are levels of application of knowledge, when there is access to knowledge and 
confidence in the system base. (Val)  

       

Cherie’s comment above - Still, we choose to live here, so we tend to accept what is 

provided - had a double significance: the choice of location and the provision of 

amenities. For some, the decision to return to the country was a positive adult decision 

as opposed to being the result of inaction - 

 
I value living in the country very highly. I have made a deliberate choice to 
live here, having tasted city and big town life. This is in contrast to others who 
live where they live because that’s where they started from (or ended up!). 
(Jenny) 
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For others, the decision to live in the country was not one of choice, but was made for 

them by current circumstance or as the result of tradition - 

 
 Both sides of my family have now been on the land (in Australia) for five 
generations. (Jenny) 

 
 I grew up on the family property … surrounded by my two uncles and 

grandmother and their fine wool enterprises. …Our family has a long history 
in the area – dating back to when it was first pastorally settled, “1840 
something”. (Jane) 

 
My father was from a grazing property 100 kms north-west of [this remote 
location] where my grandparents lived. My grandparents were the first to 
settle the property. We moved to a cottage on the family property before 
taking it over when my grandparents moved to Sydney. (Trudy) 
 
I married my sweetheart, who owned 30,000 acres of sheep and wool 
producing country two hours north-west of [this town]. (Cherie) 

 

The second significant point was that of provision of services and amenities. 

Difficulties were merely obstacles to be overcome, and the attitude was one of 

acceptance of one’s own limitations and perseverance with what could be achieved. In 

earlier times the measure of success was survival and this attitude was seen to exist 

today in altered form to allow for the inescapable growth of regulation, where families 

continued to maintain traditional holdings - 

 
You learn to deal with one situation at a time, and you become methodical in 
the way that you live from day to day, maximising the use of your resources 
and minimising the risks you take in order to meet your needs. I guess this is 
what I was talking about by me saying I was a practical person – knowing 
your limits (and accepting that these can alter at any time), knowing what it is 
that you’re trying to achieve and doing it in the most economical and efficient 
way. (Cherie) 

 

The emphasis on hard work as a measure of success and survival had shifted to 

include the management of a wide range of resources, many of which were not within 

immediate control, particularly when they came in the form of government funding - 

 
We have the attitude that government and big national and multinational 
corporations have abandoned us so we often appear hostile to bureaucracy. 
This is exacerbated by the fact that we only ever see pollies (stupid parrots 
saying someone else’s words and not understanding their meaning) around 
election time or when there is some media happening for all our good work 
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and they paddle over here to bathe in the limelight. [The bank]  pulled out of 
here last week – all profit and no service. There is a great opening for 
someone to start up a service oriented bank – they would make a killing. 
(Barbara) 

 

Thus, the responsibility for overcoming difficulties was also seen to adjust from self-

reliance to varying degrees of (over-) reliance upon authorities within that regulation, 

who offered problem-solving packages by way of limited-life funding. Funding from 

both government and financial institutions was a significant issue -  

 
In rural communities there is a core of men and women who access 
government funding to run … community projects and provide services to the 
community. (Barbara) 
 
In the course of my work I was involved with the provision of human services 
to rural areas in [other states] and in the … latter years … became more 
politically aware of Government distribution of funding and the impact of this 
on rural areas.  (Clare) 
 
… the local high school was inadequate due to smaller numbers of students 
and less funding for facilities. (Jane) 

 

There were further grounds for comparison between country and city. Both were 

inextricably linked by the processes involved in rural activities such as the production 

and distribution of primary industry commodities on local, national and world-wide 

bases - 

 
Farming is often hard work and world food production isn’t a simple 
systematic process. (Jane) 

 

People who lived in large towns or cities also played an important role in the lives of 

their country counterparts - 

 
Those [who live] in rural cities which are not very big (e.g. about 25,000 pop), 
… [serve] as a commercial, health and often social lifeline for rural people. 
(Suzie) 

 

Sometimes, however, that ‘lifeline’ between the two became a little strained when 

country people contemplated the seemingly indifferent or unaware attitude of some 

city people to the rural situation - 
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We have the attitude that valuable resources such as water should not be 
wasted and it actually annoys us to see city and urban residents wasting water 
needlessly. When they visit us and the tanks are low due to extended drought, 
they spend hours in the shower without any notion of how valuable, to you, the 
resource is that they are letting run down the drain. We turn on the hot tap in 
the kitchen so they think they’ve run out of hot water, rather than be 
inhospitable and yell at them through the door. (Barbara) 

 

When working life was over and thoughts of retirement surfaced, be it from a city job 

or from a rural property, the choice of setting for the remaining years revealed even 

more about the city/country relationship. How often do city people ‘retire to a small 

farm in the country’?  

 
In contrast, it would seem that country people might move to an urban location –  

 
… next year … when we get off the farm. (Margaret) 
 
We moved to a cottage on the family property before taking it over when my 
grandparents moved to Sydney. (Trudy) 
 

The participants’ comments revealed there were ways of life in place 

influencing the lives of rural women. 

 

Being Rural Women 

The exploration of the participants’ perceptions continued by identifying particular 

aspects of the lives of rural women in the context of their environment with its system 

of priorities, culture and established practices. The now often associated words of 

‘rural’ and ‘women’ were seen to confer a recognised place in the community in a 

changed context – 

 
I find it interesting that the words ‘rural’ and ‘women’ so often go together 
now. Women have always have had a big part to play in rural life but it is only 
recently that their contributions have been recognised – or maybe ‘legalised’ 
would be a better word. (Maree) 

 

While the situation of rural women was seen to be changing in some respects, their 

underlying role in difficult times remained focused on the basic need for the family 

unit to survive. The means of achieving, or attempting to ensure this sustainability 
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now, more than ever, involved the participation of women, not only as rural 

homemakers, but also as contributors to the workforce and as managers of resources - 

 
I now officially work part-time in paid employment, care for our 2,4, and 6 
year old children and manage a cattle-breeding enterprise with my husband. 
…I describe my work as simply being driven by the need to survive!  Most 
women I know are stretched to the limit, university educated or not. I see 
women shouldering the responsibility of paid employment and the 
responsibility of families. (Clare) 

 

There are a number of circumstances influencing the situation of rural women. One of 

these was marriage which traditionally involves the woman moving to her husband’s 

domain and therefore leaving her original environment and entering a new community 

- 

 
Marriage to a farmer in the central west anchored me to the country.  
 (Margaret) 
 
[I] moved to my  husband’s family farm.  (Val) 
 
[I] Returned to [my husband’s] family property … in 1977. Still there! (Beth) 
 
I lived on my husband’s farm… (Jenny) 
 
[I] moved to the country when I married in 1971. (Robyn) 
 
I … married my husband, who owns a merino stud, in 1994 and have been ‘on 
the land’ since. (Gloria) 

 
I am a science graduate … who married an Agronomist and I am now living 
on 1486 acres where we run sheep and a few buffalo. (Hazel) 

 

Another such circumstance was the issue of ‘acceptance’ in the new community. For a 

woman, attaining the status of being an accepted local in the eyes of the established 

rural community required a ‘proving’ over a long period of time - 

 
 The problem of being ‘from away’, as it is quaintly called:  A woman who 

moved to the area from 37 kms away, where she grew up, told me it took her 
26 years to be accepted.  Another, who grew up about 40 kms away but 
attended the local school here before attending high school, said she has never 
felt as though she is part of the community.  Yet both women married ‘local’ 
men. (Suzie) 
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One outcome was that employment might have to change or cease - 
 

It was unusual for women to continue to work after they married. Now it is the 
expected thing. (Margaret) 

 
When I first moved out here I was unable to find work as most jobs went to 
insiders and I was certainly not that. (Alara) 

 

The nature of rural women’s ‘work’ was also one of change, significantly dependent 

upon the current economic situation - 

 
Where once there were two or three families to the area, there may now only 
be one, and the women are doing more of the work, both on- and off-farm, to 
make ends meet. (Barbara) 
 
The tradition of the boys splitting up the farm or going to school seemed to die 
with my parents generation. Even though they gained substantial property, off 
farm income was still needed to maintain cashflow and sustain the property. 
Therefore the wives all have dual roles in being the predominant carer of any 
children and working off farm. In my generation, my brother and I realise 
there is not enough family land to support any family so we both are seeking 
different employment. Perhaps this was instilled from the generation before. 
(Jane) 

 

Apparently not all rural women subscribed to the view that they should comply with 

the expectation of supplying additional physical labour – ‘the extra hand’ - 

 
Farmers wives I knew circumscribed their position and responsibilities by not 
learning to do some jobs, e.g. milking cows - something I found a surprise but 
understandable. I’m a bit “boots and all” but they took the view that the more 
they could do the more they would be expected to do which was very sensible. 
(Peg) 

 

A commonly occurring situation saw rural women performing both manual and 

management tasks -  

 
I am the ‘unpayed [sic] farm manager’ as well as the extra sheep dog. (Hazel) 

 
Women need to gain respect, not to be regarded as a ‘twit’. They should be in 
farm management rather than in the paddock. (Val) 

 

However, the means of securing a move to management might not be readily achieved 

when viewed in the scheme of rural priorities, as discussed in the following section. 
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Priorities and the Male Culture 

The role of rural women was seen to be subject to a number of traditional attitudes 

concerning the influence of entrenched male culture. The ideal relationship could 

involve the sharing of roles - 

 
I believe firmly in partnerships between men and women and that there is not 
one role for any one person. If a job needs doing and you can do it then make 
it happen. (Robyn) 

 

The reality, however, was something quite different. Where a system of priorities 

existed, its effect frequently meant that the woman deferred to the man. Even when a 

rural woman’s ability was demonstrable, still other factors influenced the 

implementation of her expertise - 

 
Women usually are the first to take a back seat to the males in any relationship 
– for what ever reason. … My mother actually never really fitted in to my 
father’s rural family as she is very independent of mind and she wouldn’t 
quietly fade into the shadows like other females in the family. Especially when 
it came to the livestock on the property and the breeding management. 
However even though mum knew probably more and was more successful in 
this area - every year was an uphill battle to decide on joining strategies and 
other farm planning strategies. 

 (Jane) 
 

Women’s health was one area where priorities were seen in action - 
 

Rural also means being more responsible for your own health because there is 
only one local doctor and specialists do not travel to the regional centres very 
often. My nearest town has a population of 38,000 and is the regional centre 
for much of the surrounding area including me who lives 160 km from that 
town, where there are two skin specialists, one comes 3 days a month from 
Sydney and is fully booked indefinitely (he will not take any bookings at all), 
the other specialist comes 2 days a week and has a waiting list at after 
recently starting, of about three weeks. Therefore, women tend to ‘save up’ 
health jobs until they are going to Dubbo, Wagga Wagga or Tamworth. They 
may then go to the dentist, doctor, accountant, solicitor and those sort of 
professional people in the one day.  
 
Invariably, what happens is that the day is not long enough to do it all and 
health issues may get put off in preference to economic considerations – the 
accountant wins out against the doctor. Pap smears, breast x-rays, blood 
donations and those sort of things often are neglected because trips to larger 

123 



 

centres are of one day duration and these things have to be strategically 
planned to fit into one trip.  
 
Trips to major centres can often be at the spur of the moment for women 
without any warning because the man needs a part for the header or the 
tractor and he needs it yesterday: 
 

Come straight back because I have to get it going before it rains … What took you so 
long? … Why didn’t you get some of that nice ham? – you’ve been there long 
enough to have visited every shop. 

 
 I would be interested in a comparison of the number of rural women who die 
of cervical and breast cancers compared to city women because I think they 
leave it too late to get their concerns checked out by specialists. The male 
attitude towards doctors is that you only need to go when you need to be 
stitched or need a limb plastered. Sickness has to be very apparent to be 
recognised by rural men so that rural women tend to devalue their own 
medical needs. (Barbara) 

 

Another priority concerned work - 
 

Women’s work, be it at home, or in the town, is never seen as being harder 
than men’s work on the farm physically labouring. Women almost believe this 
themselves. Hard work is the activity which draws sweat from the brow, not 
what bursts brain cells with its complexity or stressfulness. 
 
Women’s lib has not taken on. The men, for instance, do not iron anything, 
unchanged from the 1950s, although this has changed in the cities. (Barbara) 

 

A solution was suggested for the new generation of educated rural women where the 

attitude of males in the family was acknowledged. But it could take a while to 

implement – waiting for the males’ bad management to take effect so that the women 

could take up the reins – 

 
One of my uncles is very adamant that women could not run a farming 
property as well as a male. I have spent most of my life proving him wrong. 
One of the main driving forces behind me entering agriculture with such force 
is his very negativity. He dismisses advice from a female agronomist easily. 
However if a male tells him the exactly the same thing in his more confident 
manner the attitude of my Uncle is that it must be right and his advice is taken 
as gospel. I think this attitude rings true and loud in most of the industry. 
However if it is recognised - you can work around it. Most of the men his 
generation will be out of the game soon anyway (mostly due to bad farm 
management decisions) and I feel that [there] is more hope in my own 
generation. (Jane) 
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Priorities and Established Practice 

Another aspect of ‘priorities’ was concerned with the preservation of established 

practices by local women – 

 
Many worthy organisations (manned mostly by women), at this local level, 
seem to see food, its preparation and sale as the be-all and end-all. 

 
The local branch of this organisation is free to, and is intended to, debate and 
examine issues of import and to take their ideas to the regional level, but never 
does. It concentrates on planning, for instance, a morning tea.  I was amazed 
to see a plate of cakes I assembled taken apart and reassembled ‘more tidily’ 
(no rubber gloves, either).  My generously cut pieces of a slice someone had 
brought, were snatched from under the hand of a guest about to help himself 
as I proffered them, and taken back to the kitchen to be re-cut ‘in the proper 
size’.  Apart from seeing the comedy of this, I cannot feel any empathy with it. 
(Suzie) 

 

One explanation for the above anecdote was found in a newspaper article from The 

Land, 16/3/2000, provided by Barbara. Ian Paterson quoted from a study and an 

address by Professor Margaret Alston, entitled “Male culture ‘a headache’”. The 

references to ‘confidence’, ‘education’ and ‘tradition’ were particularly relevant to 

this study - 

 
Of 171 women already in leadership positions, 23 per cent rated the male 
culture as their number one headache, ahead of lack of time (14%), work and 
family commitments, and lack of confidence in their own abilities. Support 
from other people was seen as the biggest factor in their success, just edging 
out their own skills and education. (Paterson, 2000) 

 

The article continued - 
 
 The obstruction and harassment they faced from men were symptoms of 

‘resistance to women entering into areas of power’, but she also laid some of 
the blame at the feet of the women themselves – particularly older women – 
who she described as ‘the cultural keepers’: ‘…Women maintain the status 
quo, who ensure that things happen as they’re meant to, … so it doesn’t 
surprise me that a significant number of women are the enforcers of the 
traditional culture’. (Paterson, 2000) 

 

The discussion by the participants of the attitudes, protocols and customs they have 

experienced in rural life provided the context for the following Chapter 6, in which 

students become graduates. 
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CHAPTER 6 – BECOMING A GRADUATE 
 
Introduction         

The graduates’ experiences, relevant to this study, commenced with the decision to 

undertake university studies, either at the end of secondary schooling or as the result 

of an ambition arising in later life. Reflection upon the progress through the period of 

training in the university environment formed the basis for the graduates’ impressions 

of the impact and import of this experience. 

 

The sections which follow explore the university experience through the 

phases of becoming a graduate: by commencing studies as an adolescent after 

secondary schooling or as a mature age student, either commencing a course of study 

or returning to university to acquire further accreditation. These phases are 

documented in the words of the participants in order to indicate the impact and import 

of the rural women’s university experiences. 

 
The Approach to Adolescent Studies 

The pathway to university, for both rural and urban children, might arise from a 

background of attendance at boarding school - 

 
My entrance to university was dependent on several factors – [one] being sent 
to boarding school (I was the only one of my peers at local high school sent to 
uni). (Jenny) 

           

Other rural-related reasons for attending boarding school included, for example, the 

distance of the family from the schools providing the type of education sought - 

 
I feel that boarding school is prominent in children from rural areas because 
of the quality of schooling in some remote areas. I have many friends who 
come from areas west of Dubbo who attended boarding schools simply 
because the local high school was inadequate due to smaller numbers of 
students and less funding for facilities. (Jane) 

 

Or attendance might depend on the current economic climate or financial situation of 

the family - 

 
When farms were doing well, the children would go to boarding school, but 
not necessarily on to a degree. These day, it is less affordable at say $20,000 a 
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year, as where once there were two or three families to the area, there may 
now only be one, and the women are doing more of the work, both on- and off-
farm, to make ends meet. (Barbara) 

 

While a university education might, or might not be, the ultimate goal, boarding 

school (and the consequential absence of children from home) was not always seen as 

desirable - 

 
I sacrificed the opportunity to attend boarding school for my love of being on 
the land. (Laura) 

 
I went away to boarding school … for 11 years [and was] constantly longing 
to come back to the country! (Jenny) 
 
I … lived away from my family when at boarding school …for 4 years. (Jill) 
 
[I] was born in the country, spent primary school years doing correspondence 
school, 5 years in the city at boarding school. (Rose) 

 
Mum and dad did not want to send us to boarding school because they both 
went from very young ages and did not feel that it was best for bush kids. 
(Trudy) 

 

On occasion, the benefits of attending boarding school were only realised in hindsight 
- 

 
My boarding school education was thorough and strict – it made my years at 
College easy. (Brenda) 
 

Although attendance at boarding school did not necessarily lead to university, family 

traditions and attitudes had a strong influence on the decision to undertake a 

university education - 

 
Both my parents had come from families who valued education but had not 
been able to proceed to university themselves. (Margaret) 
 
My mother was very encouraging about the importance of women having an 
education despite the fact that she had left school without ‘matriculating’ and 
we were the first ‘generation’ to be university educated.  (Clare) 
 

Where parents did commit to the long-term investment in their children’s future, boys 

and girls of the family received equal encouragement from families of both 

professional and rural backgrounds - 
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My mother’s family are strongly professional, most attending tertiary level 
education. Her influence encouraged my brother and myself to pursue tertiary 
studies.  (Jane) 
 
Encouragement [came from] my parents to go on with my education, although 
they both came from families which placed no importance on education 
(neither parent completed high school). (Jenny) 

 
I express gratitude to my non-graduate farming parents who took it for 
granted that I would graduate, as did my five brothers and sisters. (Emilie) 

 

There were also occasions where parental attitude to university education varied 

according to the sex of the child – in the following instance, in favour of the daughters 

- 

 
I always assumed that I would go to University, as the only ‘escape’ route to 
avoid life in a small town with very few social opportunities and a job in the 
Commonwealth Bank!! …   My two older sisters had gone to University and 
this paved an inevitable path. … My two brothers did not seek tertiary 
education as returning to the farm was unquestionable. (Clare) 

 

On the other hand, so long as there were two sons to work the farm, this was seen as 

sufficient investment in that direction, with additional sons being directed to a tertiary 

education as a balancing investment for the long-term - 

 
 In Dad’s family, education has been a matter of course with every son, after 
the first couple, finishing high school and continuing with either a trade in my 
father’s generation or teaching qualifications in my grandfather’s generation. 
(Jane) 

 

The consequences of a short-term approach in deciding against further education for 

the children of the family were shown to have long-lasting effects in a changing rural 

world, where training and managerial expertise now needed to combine with physical 

hard work and experience - 

 
 I married into a close knit family where my two sisters in law had not been 
allowed to follow their ambition and train as ... nurse[s] because they were 
needed at home as unpaid helpers; likewise with my husband and his brother 
who had worked all their lives since leaving school on the farm without being 
on any real business footing financially, and without any real idea of their 
future as farmers as their parents had never really thought it through. 
(Margaret) 
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Parental attitudes were further motivated by strong personal experiences that had led 

to fear for the future welfare of their children and a belief in education - 

 
 I owe my father a debt of gratitude as he insisted from the earliest years that 
all three daughters must proceed to the Leaving Certificate and then train for 
a career.  He was motivated partly by a belief in education for careers for 
girls when this was not usual and partly for fear of what would become of us if 
anything happened to him and we would need to be able to earn our own 
living, if we did not marry or even if we did. (Margaret) 
 
I am a first generation Australian. My father came to Australia from Italy just 
about penniless in 1937, married my mother who was born here but of Italian 
parents, was then interned during the war as an enemy alien, then built up a 
very successful business. We children were continually told that our education 
was our inheritance. (Anastasia) 

 

Grandparents, as well, had a subtle but important role to play by instilling a love of 

learning in the child - 

 
My grandmother used to teach me the Greek alphabet, sign language and a 
love of Greek mythology. Unfortunately she died before I was old enough to 
really appreciate her but, like you, maybe it instilled a sense of learning into 
me! I wish so many times that she was around now – how wonderful it would 
be to sit and talk to her. (Alara) 
        
I have … helped six grandchildren during their school years. It may be of 
interest to note that five of the six grandchildren are academically inclined. 
The sixth is very keen on art and quite talented in that field. (Jo) 

 

The determination of children to attend university was also evident, both as a result, 

and in spite, of parental attitudes. It was expressed as a foregone conclusion – 

 
I was fortunate in that I decided from the first day I started school that I 
wanted to be a teacher. (Margaret) 

 
I never imagined, when I was at school, not going to university. It always just 
seemed to be a given. (Trudy) 

 

As a realisation that preparation was required for a rewarding future –  
 

In my generation if you want to do anything substantial with your life you 
either have to have a career path be tertiary educated. (Jane) 
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Or to satisfy more than one desire - 
 

My determination [was] to follow a career which would take me back to the 
country. (Jenny) 

 

In less-than-optimum circumstances, the student’s resolve to complete a university 

education overcame parental opposition where the parent believed that this level of 

study was not important for women - 

 
When I left school in 1958 very few women went to Uni., especially to study 
science. My father thought it was a waste of time for women to go to Uni as 
they only got married in the end but I was not interested in becoming a 
secretary (‘a good job for a girl’). This meant that I looked for a job in science 
and studied part-time as I did not obtain a scholarship. As I passed year by 
year and didn’t get married my father came around and in the end supported 
me completely and proudly. (Natalie) 

 
I had always wanted to complete further study but came from a family who 
thought it was a waste to have a girl studying for years without the chance to 
earn a living. Although I received a scholarship which would have allowed me 
to go to University to study modern languages and become a secondary 
teacher, my parents insisted that I undertake a 2 year teaching course and 
become a primary teacher. (Peg) 

 

Even in adverse circumstances, self-determination, when supported by 

encouragement, set a path to university success - 

 
I was born in Sydney in the early 40s. My father died when I was seven.  My 
mother (who kept horses and dogs) encouraged me in any interests I 
developed but never pressured me to achieve, simply praising my efforts. … I 
decided, at high school, that I wanted to attend university.  I obtained a 
scholarship to Sydney University  just as I turned seventeen.  I put down my 
name for Arts as I did not know where Phillip Street was - the location of the 
Law School.  I wanted to study law.  Now I cannot believe I was so naive, but I 
shall never regret studying Archaeology and Latin at tertiary level. (Suzie) 

 

The decision by mature-age students to embark on university study is explored in the 

next section. 

 
The Approach to Mature Age Studies 

Principally, study was undertaken for reasons of work qualifications, either to hold or 

advance a current position -  
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I undertook another course [BA], the first course which was directly work 
related. … My last degree was also work related. As a school Principal I 
thought I should do some study in management and completed an honours 
Masters in Educational Administration. (Peg) 
 
I have now had to continually do postgraduate study to enhance my skills, 
knowledge and update my practice. … I am studying for a Graduate 
Certificate in Management currently. It has sharpened my practice 
management skills. (Jenny) 
 
Having completed a Bachelor degree, I then worked and travelled around 
Australia and overseas. I returned after about 5 years of freedom and again 
took up the option of a Masters degree as an opportunity to pursue other 
career options. (Clare) 

 

Further qualifications were also seen as insurance for the future - 
 

[A] further two upgrades in qualifications meant I was able to successfully 
compete in the job market for limited positions in middle / high management. 
(Anastasia) 
 
I think that to survive mentally out here, I need to have the versatility to be 
able to have a go at most things and these new [teaching] courses will 
hopefully ‘put the icing on the cake’ and instill in me confidence that has been 
lacking over the past couple of years. (Alara) 

 
I was concerned my qualifications wouldn’t be up-to-date should anything 
happen to my husband and so began a twenty-three journey of study in 
continually up-dating my qualifications through […] University. (Anastasia)  
 

When extended study was undertaken, it might not be primarily for the pursuit of 

advanced knowledge, but as an interim use of time while seeking professional  

occupation – 

 
During and after my degree I worked, but couldn’t find a job in my field that I 
really wanted, so I continued with a Post Graduate Diploma. (Trudy) 

 

Personal satisfaction in achievement, and the widening of horizons, was a strong 

incentive to undertake further studies - 

 
Immediately upon finishing my Teaching Certificate I undertook a BA through 
evening study. In my fourth year of teaching I married a teacher, and we 
decided to go to the country. I was very pregnant when we moved and still 
studying although I had changed to an external student. … When I finished my 
BA I embarked on a Litt.B.  Again, it took me out of the mundane, opened my 
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eyes to other worlds and people and whetted my appetite for reading in the 
area. (Peg)         
  
[My earlier courses have] whetted my appetite for non-veterinary study.  I 
have just applied to do a BA through Distance Ed.! (Jenny) 
 
My education has always been something I have treasured for myself. (Peg) 
 
Whilst at home with small children I decided to up-date my qualifications. I 
was so grateful for the external studies offered by [this regional university]. 
For a country professional it was more than frustrating having no access to 
city universities (at that time and it is very limited today). (Anastasia) 

 

Release from family responsibilities created further opportunities for study. Where 

children were involved the pressure of work in the home was relieved by their 

attendance at boarding school and the pressure of work ‘in the field’ was lessened by 

adult children returning to share the burden - 

 
Once the younger children were at boarding school and our son came home to 
work on the place, there was more “time for me”, so I began TAFE classes, 
basically computer-oriented, which I enjoyed. But there isn’t a lot on offer in 
small country towns, and I decided to go back to university studies. (Maree) 
 
My youngest child was 16 when I first enrolled for the BA … as an external 
student, as a direct result of visiting the university for a Summer School. … We 
were given an encouraging talk [and] somehow it seemed like a great idea – 
family were encouraging and supportive and so I moved on. I suffered 
withdrawal symptoms in 1986 with no studying, so then enrolled in the 
B.Soc.Sci. (despite the warning about the compulsory statistics component)!! 
(Rose) 

 

Even when other factors restricting mature-age studies were overcome, geographical 

isolation remained a consideration - 

 
I had begun my degree … to upgrade my status, but once we moved to where 
we live now it had to go on hold – for 25 years as it turned out. (Maree) 

 
In many areas, particularly those further out, these [graduate] women would 
be in their forties or younger. I haven’t come across very many in my own age 
group. When I used to go to residential schools at university, I was usually the 
only one who came from western NSW. Even more recently, when I attended 
… development days in Dubbo, I was often the only one from the west. 
However hopefully this is changing. (Maree) 

 

The prospect of further study had its daunting moments - 
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My education has always been a joy and I’m toying with the idea of 
completing a PhD although observing the work put into [my husband’s] PhD 
does not make it an attractive proposition. I enjoyed completing the thesis for 
my Masters but there are still disparate areas I’d like to tackle. I read widely 
and often in depth. (Peg) 
 
I completed [my] degree years later. … Part-time study was gruelling. … I 
never want to study again. But of course, now I am working professionally 
part time again and “upgrading” my skills!!! Do we ever learn? (Beth) 

 

Even non-academic motivation resulted in successful study - 
 

Although study was a time commitment while I had small children, I also 
found it a great sanity saver. (Peg) 
 
My brother had a degree and I guess that in the nature of sibling rivalry I felt 
incomplete not having one so it was necessary for me to complete it. (Alara) 

 

However, adult study came at a price and affected more than the student. Family co-

operation and support were desirable for the successful pursuit of a university 

education. Such help was gratefully acknowledged - 

 
I was blessed with an understanding and supportive husband. (Peg) 
 
I was lucky to have a husband who supervises theses to assist in deciding when 
enough was enough when I did my research masters.  I’m not sure whether it 
was when he had enough, as the continual computer pounding after work each 
day and every weekend for months on end, puts a serious strain on one’s self, 
family and friends! 
I couldn’t speak highly enough of [my] … supportive husband who used 
holidays to mind kids while I went to residential school and shared in the 
housework and child taxiing while I studied on weekends. (Anastasia) 

   

Yet support was not always forthcoming. There were situations when an adult woman 

student, with family and responsibilities, had to pursue her goals under difficult 

circumstances - 

 
I must admit that my own family, especially my husband, employed ‘active 
obstruction’ when I was doing TAFE courses, and he had to cook tea for our 
children one night a week. When I was doing my Masters degree, the activity 
was treated as unimportant and one of ‘interest’ rather than career building. 
… 
When I finished my degree, I never went to the graduation ceremony because 
none of my family wanted to come with me (except my mother who was super 
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supportive and also did a degree at about 40 yrs old). My Masters degree was 
never seen as an achievement by my family, it was the reason they didn’t get 
cakes for morning tea and often had to make do with cheese and bacon on 
toast for Sunday tea instead of a baked dinner. (Barbara) 

 

Often the obstacles were too daunting and the opportunity was lost or postponed to 

the future in hopes of more favourable circumstances. Both pressures of work and 

family demands took priority over studies - 

 
I started another [course] but did not complete this. I had wanted to pick up 
on courses I had missed out on while I was doing my BA but found pressure of 
work intervened. (Peg) 
 
The local vet did offer to employ me years ago if I did some further education 
but at the time I turned it down – sometimes I think maybe it would have been 
a very fulfilling field to be in – but that wasn’t to be. When I see National 
Parks & Wildlife officers I sometimes think ‘maybe that could have been me’ 
but I am happy to have my farm with its responsibilities. (Hazel) 
 
I began to study for a Arts Degree from the university with a Major in 
Paleoanthropology (a personal interest) in 1989, but had to cease studies due 
to the demands of work and home life. I hope to study for my Degree in 
Nursing in the near future. … Speaking personally, and on behalf of many of 
the young mothers in our district, a lot of us are still at the stage of our lives 
where we produce and educate our children, and our “careers” have been put 
on hold for the time being, although some still work part time to subsidise 
their farm incomes. (Cherie) 
 
Many of the women [I knew] in particular expressed qualms about taking time 
out to study as it took them away from being mothers and wives. (Peg) 

 

Further educational opportunities were available – 

 
Perhaps as a society we should encourage more adult learning – although 
there is a lot out there  if you want to assess it. (Beth) 

 

But the courses on offer might have limited application for graduate rural women - 
 

In my town, reskilling tends to consist of increasing knowledge of computer 
programs etc through the TAFE system and these courses are booming. 
[However] I can see little point from an employment point of view of 
encouraging rural women to obtain degree qualifications especially if they are 
only in the position to look for part time work. However, I can see HUGE 
benefits for women to achieve these qualifications for THEIR OWN BENEFIT AND 
GROWTH. (Alara) 
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In the last few years there has been a great push to educate people in the bush 
in a whole variety of ways, from financial and business management to 
alternative enterprises. Information networks have been established with the 
advent of the internet and better phone services, prompting people to want to 
learn more about what they do and how they manage their operations. I feel 
that having had experience with this type of information exchange at tertiary 
level, was an important factor in making me welcome this method of 
information access in the community. (Cherie) 

 

The experiences involved when women fulfilled the ambition to study at university 

level are discussed in the next section. 

 

The University Experience 

The participants’ articulations of their university experiences revealed three emergent 

concepts which I have named ‘cognisance’, ‘discipline’ and ‘confidence’ for 

structuring this section of the thesis.  ‘Cognisance’ identified the opening of the mind 

to an awareness of knowing, as distinct from just having knowledge. ‘Discipline’ 

described the measure of self-management practised during this period of 

development. ‘Confidence’ evidenced a positive outlook and a state of self-assurance 

arising from reliance upon one’s own ability to conduct life’s affairs.   

 

The path to university frequently involved a move from country to city and university 

life highlighting the separation from home - 

 
I moved to Sydney to attend university to complete a degree and diploma. 
 (Trudy)  

 

This was welcomed as a new experience - 
 

[It] gives you an excuse to leave your smaller community for a while and move 
to a larger regional centre and experience a different lifestyle.  (Jane) 

 

Or it confirmed a longing for home - 
 

One particular course in my university career stands out to me now as I 
reflect. This was a course that revolved around a week long field trip to the 
White Cliffs area. It was the first time I had really been back out west since my 
childhood. My love for the “bush” and its people was rekindled. I loved every 
minute!  (Trudy) 
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The youthful reaction to the new experience took different forms, such as – 
 
limited social interaction - 
  

I did not mix widely whilst at university – too young… – [but there is the 
opportunity to make] friends for life from university days. (Emilie)  

 

excessive social interaction - 
 
I went to UNE at age 20 for one year, majoring in Balls and Beer. Failed (but 
not in Balls and Beer!). (Beth) 

 

and commitment to hard work to achieve academic outcomes - 
 

 My years at university … were more of a battle, especially in my first year.  I 
felt very much the little fish in the big pool and found the studies harder than I 
was prepared for, coming from a small country high school. … I [had to]go 
back for coaching in French and English to prepare for ‘posts’ after I had 
failed some sections of these subjects in first year. (Margaret)   

 

However, an academic connection might place women students at a disadvantage, 

with the inference that they were a threat to men’s status - 

 
[When] I was at Uni [I] did find at the time that it was a drawback with men, 
especially those who had not gone on to tertiary education. I used to lie when 
meeting men for the first time and say I was an airhostess as this was a girl’s 
job held in high esteem. (Natalie) 

 

Initial uncertainty about the professional future was also an impediment to purposeful 

or rewarding study - 

 
During my study, I sometimes felt that I would never finish, and if I did, what 
would the future hold? (Trudy) 
 
I  don’t think I really had expectations of exactly what I would be using my 
degree for when I left uni: I was going to do biology because that was what I 
was interested in and it went from there. … I had some vague idea that 
something suitable would turn up but when I competed my degree. (Hazel) 

 

On the other hand, studying for degrees as mature age rural women was often 

undertaken part-time or via distance education which had certain benefits (and 

problems) – 

 

136 



 

Doing the degree as a mature age student was significant – because I had 
more life experience (but less time – that’s the downside). I am sure I got more 
out of it. 
… [But] part-time study was gruelling. (Beth) 

 

When the social and academic aspects of university life were compatible, the benefits 

of both combined to present a very positive experience at the time and into the future - 

 
My degree gave me technical knowledge and understanding, but not to be 
understated are the social and relationship skills that are gained by university 
study. I can’t imagine what my life would be like without those few important 
years. (Trudy) 
 
I have been talking to a few friends out here who have graduated from various 
universities here and abouts.  Many of them agree that their studies have been 
of benefit to them whilst living in the bush.  University studies have been a 
means of gaining employment for a couple of them.  Another friend found that 
other girls that she studied with had settled in neighbouring communities and 
she valued this as a social network. (Cherie) 
 

 
The impact and import of the rural women’s university experience was abstracted in 

the three emergent concepts related below - 

 

The Significance of the University Experience 

Cognisance 

One of the first perceptions noted from the graduates’ comments was that they 

experienced an enhanced ‘awareness’, or a raising of consciousness about life and 

learning – 

 
I really feel that the greatest advantage is in having a better understanding of 
the ‘system’ as a whole. (Cherie) 

 

This new cognisance involved gaining a better appreciation of how a large and diverse 

group of people think and interact with others –  

 

On a personal level, I feel that the experiences of being at University, meeting 
a lot of different people, and sharing opinions and ideas, gives you a very 
broad perspective on life. (Cherie) 
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This broad perspective on life served to polish mental approaches to new situations, 

broaden horizons and expand interests nurtured by enquiring and receptive minds -   

 
It also gets your mind tuned in to the ways that these people think and on ‘how 
the system operates’. (Cherie)  
 
My uni qualifications certainly helped me interpret material, research and 
consider things outside the square. (Georgina) 
 
I felt that the basic communication training I had in my nursing work was a 
great benefit to me during the [subsequent course], and certainly motivated 
me to attend it in the first place. (Cherie) 

 
[The university experience] is a good way of networking and meeting people 
from all over Australia. It teaches you a different way of thinking than you 
normally would.  (Jane) 
 
University studies gave me not only a depth of knowledge, but knowledge of 
where to find information. (Denise) 
 
It is impossible to say what “use” my studies have been in my personal 
development – it is just part of my identity, that I have this fund of background 
knowledge and familiarity with a wide range of topics. (Emilie) 

 

Education also encouraged new ways of observing the environment - 
 
  The education which comes with a degree changes the way you view the 

world.  This impacts on every part of your life. (Beth)  
 
It took me out of the mundane [and] opened my eyes to other worlds and 
people and whetted my appetite for reading in the area. (Peg) 

 

This was particularly so for rural women; it was implied they might have had limited 

access to these experiences - 

 
 My studies have provided me with a wider view than is usual for rural women 

of my generation.  (Maree) 
 

The experience also afforded other additional benefits beyond the range of studies, 

which would enhance the quality of the future, not only in specific areas of 

knowledge, but also in life-management skills - 

 
I firmly believe that to educate a woman, you educate a family, therefore have 
a hidden power to influence. (Jo) 
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[I] am sure it opened doors for me in the field of science. (Natalie) 

 
[It] builds independence, self motivation type skills and gives you a different 
outlook from what you may have had. (Jane) 
 
The importance of studying at university [goes] beyond what we actually 
studied. The network of professional and personal contacts has contributed 
much to my life and to the life of the local community … [and to] the skills of 
co-operation and leadership learnt in group situations. (Jenny) 
 

Finally the experience shifted from expanding the view to demanding different or 

original thought from the students - 

 
At university, I found that I was constantly being challenged to think laterally, 
and to be analytical in every situation. I never thought like this [before] I went 
to university. (Cherie) 
 
Education is never a waste. It enriches your life, your viewpoint and makes 
you totally thirsty to learn more. (Peg) 

 

Once the challenge of original thinking was recognised the student became master of 

her learning, to the extent of her potential - 

 
I can “live in my head”. (Emilie) 

 

New interests became attainable - 
 
The university years also opened up many interests that had not been part of 
my experience before. (Margaret) 
 

Procrastination due to lack of understanding abated - 
 

[I gained] decision making skills, the capacity of a person to make decisions, 
[which] gives capability in coping. I used to procrastinate – inaction due to 
lack of understanding – now I can analyse my own development.  (Val) 
 

And life-long learning was embraced - 
 

[It] enlarged my horizons as a human being through the scope of what I 
learned [and] promoted my interest as a life-long learner. (Grace) 
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Discipline
 
As the student became established in the system of study she appreciated the 

university experience in its many forms with this process involving a measure of self-

discipline applied to the cognitive experience - 

 
University studies gave me… some discipline. (Denise) 

 

Discipline was implied by the acceptance of challenge in that a higher level of 

achievement had to be envisaged - 

 
[I] found the studies harder than I was prepared for. (Margaret) 

 
It was very hard work to fit it all in. (Beth) 

 
I always had to push myself to do things because they needed to be done. 
(Margaret) 

 

The training thus accomplished instilled in the entire person a way of thinking and 

being and doing which carried forward to all-of-life situations - 

 
Possessing a degree means that I have been taught to think , therefore this 
must permeate into everything I do.  (Jo) 
 
Tertiary education trains the mind and I believe an educated mind is part of 
the whole person. … My training is part of me – the whole me.  (Robyn) 

 

Once the self was trained, issues to be addressed were allocated priorities and their 

core features given due attention, free of irrelevancies and intrusions - 

 
You really do re-train yourself to think … differently. It allows you to isolate 
and focus on the problem at hand.  (Cherie) 

 

The effects of a deficiency in self-discipline were restated from Beth’s earlier 
comment - 
 

I went to UNE at age 20 for one year, majoring in Balls and Beer. Failed (but 
not in Balls and Beer!).         
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Discipline - coupled with cognisance, the acquisition of knowledge and the emergent 

ability to search for and source further enlightenment - instilled a wonderful sense of 

personal achievement – 

 
I see my university studies primarily as a personal thing.  I think my studies 
have made a great contribution to my personal development - a source of 
personal satisfaction. (Maree) 

 
 
Confidence 
 
There was a feeling of competence in mastering skills and dealing with issues - 
 

It gives you problem solving skills; allows you to gain specific experiences and 
training to undertake a specific task, e.g. nursing or teaching or veterinary 
type degrees. (Jane) 

 

Which were transferable to practical situations in everyday life - 
 

I would certainly agree that the problem solving skills I learnt and practised in 
my nursing training and my days at university have had a great impact on how 
we run our lives out here, and are most certainly a benefit … as is the basic 
communication training I had in my nursing work. (Cherie) 
 

The total experience was fortifying and stimulating in its ascendancy and dynamics - 
 

My degree has had a huge impact on me. The whole way I view the world has 
been enhanced. I can see sociological reasons as to why things are the way 
they are – globalisation etc. Understanding makes me feel more empowered – 
not that I can change anything, but just knowing “why” is important. (Beth) 

 

The overwhelming effect, proclaimed by the participants, was one of increasing self-

confidence – 

 
[It] has given me a lot of confidence in my life. (Trudy) 
 
I can honestly say that having a degree gives me some confidence in my 
capacity to achieve. (Clare) 
 
I … gained a lot of self confidence and feeling of achievement when I finally 
graduated. (Beth) 
 
[It] has given me a lot of confidence in my life. I feel equipped to deal with 
new information, concepts and ideas. (Trudy) 
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The impression extended from confidence in present attainments to an appreciation of 

the future - 

I believe my studies … gave me the confidence to know there were many things 
I was capable of doing. (Robyn) 
 
It is interesting to me that confidence does tend to bring on further 
opportunities.  … Maybe it now goes back to the perception that is presented 
to the outside world – when things are going OK we are full of confidence and 
must instill that confidence in others and when things are not OK and we can’t 
find work and everything seems bad then nothing seems to go our way. 
Certainly it is true that success seems to breed success. (Alara)  

 

In addition to the gaining of confidence in attending to matters generally, the 

participants identified specific areas of assurance. The ability to source new 

knowledge, through informed networks, increased awareness of life and provided 

tools for facing new situations - 

 
My university studies have given me invaluable networks, perspectives on 
life, access to information and confidence in being able to source 
information when needed. (Clare) 

 
University did teach me how to think and search for information when needed. 
… I think my university experience does make a difference to the way I think 
with situations – maybe more analytical?? (My husband is certain it makes a 
difference to the way I approach and deal with things.) (Hazel) 

 

Confidence also afforded reassurance that the knowledge already acquired had 
validity - 
 

My degree has personally given me the confidence to [ac]quire the advice of 
[similar professionals] as I feel more securer[sic] in my argument, even 
though I knew it was the right argument before I had a degree. (Jane) 
 

Could the university experience take all the credit for the developing skills? 

Jill and her husband agreed that her studies were certainly instrumental in unlocking 

or building upon natural ability - 

 
I ran some of my thoughts past my husband and he argues that my degree did 
not give me all those skills – they were already there. A bit like the egg and 
chicken – which came first?? Even if they already were there, my uni degree 
certainly developed and nurtured them. I loved university. (Jill) 
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I use my knowledge about animals and it would be hard to quantify how much 
of this was learnt from university and how much from ‘life’. (Hazel) 

 

Not everyone agreed on the future value of the university experience - 
 

A large part of the time I think university degrees are irrelevant. However, I 
think they probably help in problem solving and with helping educate my three 
children. (Val) 
 
I never really thought that doing my degree would serve any purpose other 
than personal enjoyment and satisfaction.  (Maree) 

 

However, the university experience, when viewed in its fullness, was decisively  

endorsed – 

 
It makes me proud. (Trudy) 
 
A wonderful experience. (Brenda) 
 
I loved university. (Jill) 
 
I have always felt proud but humble having a degree. (Natalie) 
 
I have been so lucky to go beyond my expectations and achieve the best I can 
in my field. I still have a lot of hurdles and my own milestones ahead, but 
armed with my “passport” and practical experience, I will achieve these. 
(Trudy) 
 
I don’t regret having gone to uni at all and would be happy to recommend that 
others follow that path if they want to. (Hazel) 
 
I couldn’t speak highly enough of the support of the university or of the value 
personally and professionally each course brought. …I feel so strongly re the 
education afforded me from a rural uni so that I, in turn, could use these 
studies to assist rural schools (students, teachers, parents and community). 
(Anastasia) 
  

 Has it been worthwhile?… Absolutely!  (Trudy) 
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CHAPTER 7 - BEING A GRADUATE 
 
Introduction 

There were two main aspects of being a graduate under consideration in this section 

of the study - the expression of the university qualification in professional occupation, 

and the more subtle manifestation of the competence so acquired being applied in 

everyday life.  

 

Both engagement in professional occupation and the experiences of everyday 

life situations were related by the participants, initially from introspective viewpoints 

as they described instances in their lives and the significance to themselves of those 

events. The core concepts arising from this phase of the study were identified as 

contributing to the research on the impact and import of a university education for 

rural women. 

 

 Following their introspective appraisals of their experiences, the graduates 

looked at how they believed their rural communities viewed the presence of women 

graduates in their midst. The focus on community acceptance and integration 

identified further core concepts which contributed to this research.  

 
The Experience of Professional Occupation 

The participation of graduate rural women in professional occupation was not 

necessarily an anticipated outcome of the university experience. Reasons for this were 

that the university degree was in some cases for personal satisfaction alone or when 

circumstances, such as location and opportunity, restricted its professional application 

- 

 
I didn’t complete my degree with the specific intention of ‘getting a job’ – we 
live 60 km from town, and I felt that I had a very full life as it was. (Maree) 

 

It was also acknowledged that some degrees were not specifically occupation 

oriented, but rather provided evidence of academic ability as a basis for further 

progression. A teaching qualification was recommended as a desirable addition to a 

foundation degree - 

 

144 



 

The degrees I have are not those which, in themselves, are useful in getting a 
job. If I had my life over, I would be getting teaching qualifications (even if I 
hated teaching), because that plus my two degrees, would have opened many 
doors. But at my age, too, and geographic circumstance, it was not feasible. 
(Rose) 

 

Nor was professional occupation for graduate rural women a foregone conclusion. 

Being a woman or being a rural woman limited job opportunities - 

 
Employment is limited for degreed women – they may do community work – or 
choose to work on-line via a computer network for big city firms, but 
communication systems are not always reliable. (Barbara) 
 
When I arrived in [this town] I did find job searching to be quite hard with 
any view to specifically using ‘biology’, so I took what I could get. (Hazel) 
 
There are very few openings for work in [this] area especially on a part time 
basis for anyone who is not a teacher or a nurse. … I got a job in a local fuel 
depot. (Alara) 
 
I have applied for jobs off farm 3 times – with no success … I live 50 km from 
the nearest town and suitable job opportunities [are] limited. (Val) 
 
I would suggest women who live out of towns are disadvantaged in being able 
to use their degrees. Firstly, it is very hard to convince potential employers 
that people can work remotely. Secondly, working remotely is difficult unless 
there is good access to the Internet or even reliable telephone lines, and there 
are a lot of places that do not have Internet access, although this is rapidly 
changing. Thirdly, for women living/working on farms, there is little time 
available for them to seek other work in relation to their degree or 
qualifications – they cannot afford to be off the farm. Because of this, some 
women have put their degrees aside for lack of opportunity.  (Georgina) 

 

An additional factor in limiting professional opportunities was the centralisation of 

employment networks - 

 
The opportunity to go further is limited as [this Department] is centralised in 
Sydney and so most promotional positions are “off-limits” to those who are 
married and live in the country.  Most District office positions are based in the 
main cities (Dubbo, Orange, Bathurst, Tamworth etc) so this also severely 
limits the vocational opportunities to those who live in smaller towns. This 
also applies to those rural women who have qualifications in less marketable 
areas eg a friend of mine was a cartographer and never got a  job. (Anastasia) 

 

However, the degree was an advantage when all else was equal - 
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Having a uni degree in a rural area opens up employment doors. Good sound 
employment is scarce in rural/regional Australia. Therefore a degree puts you 
higher on the list. (Jane) 

 
[My degree provides] a  way of opening doors in a rural community that 
would not exist for women without a degree/uni. ed. Most women in this area 
do not have this level of education. (Frances) 

 
When employment did eventuate, some difficult circumstances and frustrations were 

experienced, as in having to make the decision to work away from home - 

 
I am now applying for jobs in leadership roles with salaries in excess of 
$60,000 and pursuing my career which unfortunately may mean that I have to 
work in a regional centre and stay away from home during the week as my 
current job only pays $40,000 and is not particularly career building. 
(Barbara) 

 

In teaching, when the class-room attitude of students was not in harmony with the 

teacher’s best endeavours, the results were disheartening - 

 
Since my first year of teaching in a high school, I have been happy to take on 
teaching at all ages. There are times when the subject is not clear (i.e. 
welding) or the teenagers’ behaviour is beyond my control [as at this remote 
school] …[where] the local towns (100km away) are short of teachers. Thus, I 
accept the casual positions, to help the schools manage – to teach the kids. 
… 
It is such a waste of my day, when I have a group of teenagers, not making any 
effort to do the class work. Where will they end up? They say they’ll be fine – 
it doesn’t matter if they do their work [or not] !! (Brenda) 
 
I was disturbed as were many of the staff by the insularity of the students. 
(Peg) 

 

Even the environment of the professional occupation caused unhappiness - 
 

I moved to the country and taught at […] High School until I retired, apart 
from 6 weeks at […] High School – an awful place. (Denise) 

 

There was no indication that permanency in a position was presumed for a woman 

graduate at any stage of her life. Engagement in full-time employment was confined 

to particular periods in her life, determined by family responsibilities and economic 

circumstances - 
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I have been in the happy position of always being able to teach. Once children 
came, teaching was on a part-time basis. Once teenagers, then back to full-
time work. (Anastasia) 
 
I didn’t work during the years we were on my husband’s farm or for the first 
months of our babies’ lives. …While I enjoy work very much I am glad to now 
have a part-time associate so that I’m not on call 7 days/week, 24 hrs/day any 
more. (Jenny) 

 
[A degree] gives you other employment options as your life stage changes, eg 
you could do long hours or harder labouring type work when you’re younger 
and single. Then as you get older and other issues become a priority you are 
able to take a job with more flexible hours, eg if you’ve got young children. 
(Jane) 
 

In balancing work and family commitments, this flexibility was seen as a benefit, or 

perhaps, as making the best of the situation - 

 
Many of the property owners in our area were married to women who were 
teachers, nurses, doctors, pharmacists, solicitors.  At that time most of these 
women worked on the farms until “lean times” struck.  Then they would find 
mostly part-time work. (Anastasia) 

 

Perhaps the arrangement of part-time work presented an acceptable compromise 

between the graduates’ needs on both the professional and the domestic fronts - 

 
 I have used both my degrees and have always maintained employment using 

maternity leave / part-time employment. (Clare) 
 

Ever since moving onto the station, I have worked every year as a casual or 
permanent part-time teacher at […] Central School.  (Frances) 

 
I have worked off farm since 1985 or 6. At first part-time, then full time. It was 
in 1986 that I re-enrolled in Uni to complete my degree. Even the partially 
completed degree has been useful in gaining employment. I have been 
fortunate to have been able to earn off farm income for the past 10 – 15 years 
to help with the education of our two children. It has also helped with making 
(assisting with making) farming decisions. (Beth) 

 

However, it could also be concluded that having the qualifications to work in paid 

part-time employment imposed a significant burden on graduate rural women, as they 

juggled with family and farm responsibilities and a mentally-challenging job - 
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Although a university education may be an advantage, it can perhaps make 
you discontent (if you allow it). Perhaps what this in part relates to is – 
sometimes I look around and see other rural women who don’t have university 
educations – it seems simpler for them (from my side) as they don’t grapple 
with the issue of to work or not to work off farm and the implications it has for 
children and the smooth running of the house / farm business.  (Jill) 

 
[In professional occupation] I often felt like a boundary rider between roles of 
what the property owner’s wife is supposed to do, what I thought I should do 
from a social change perspective, and what my work role required in being 
part of what one would expect to be a mildly progressive department operating 
in a very conservative community.  (Clare) 

 

The graduate who was well-qualified and did obtain full-time employment found that 

when local areas alone could not sustain well-paid executive positions she was 

required to travel long distances and oversee large areas of the state. Together with 

domestic responsibilities, she faced an arduous task - 

 
… to experience remote and isolated communities from Lithgow to Broken 
Hill, Tibooburra, Enngonia, Brewarrina, White Cliffs and down to Boorowa 
…  to meet … those parents in isolated parts of our state when they came in 
for educational workshops… I’m not sure whether one could keep up the kms 
of travel over a longer period. (Anastasia) 

 

The impact and import for graduate rural women of being in a professional role was 

abstracted in the three emergent concepts related below. 

 
The Significance of Professional Occupation   

In the previous section a range of circumstances was presented in which graduate 

rural women engaged in professional occupation. The significance of those 

experiences is now considered from their introspective viewpoints. The core concepts 

emerging from this professional stage of the graduate experience were grounded in 

the earlier phase of the university experience to provide further insight into the focus 

of this study. 

 

The significance of professional occupation was expressed, initially, as an 

extension of the three concepts emergent from the university experience. 
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Cognisance carried forward to indicate increasing awareness beyond the university 

experience - 

 
To me, having a science degree enabled me to pursue an interesting, satisfying 
career in the scientific and related fields where my mind was constantly 
stimulated and challenged. (Natalie) 

 
Working widened my horizons. … I entered a different world of people from 
the small farming community. (Margaret) 
 
Here [in this professional occupation] was a whole new ecosystem and a 
culture that I had never been exposed to before. My learning days had just 
begun. (Georgina) 

 
For some people [professional work] is a way to escape your own small town 
and broaden your horizons. … It gives you more options to move away from 
your home area.  (Jane) 
 
[My] career has given me a less parochial outlook. (Margaret) 
 
Information networks have been established with the advent of the internet and 
better phone services, prompting people to want to learn more about what they 
do and how they manage their operations. I feel that having had experience 
with this type of information exchange at tertiary level, was an important 
factor in making me welcome this method of information access in the 
community. (Cherie) 

 

Discipline, being the self-management developed at university was now manifest as 

the inherent requirement to maintain professional standards while acting in a 

professional capacity – 

 
I am doing various courses at the same time to keep myself viable as a … 
teacher. (Maree) 
 
I have now had to continually do postgraduate study to enhance my skills, 
knowledge and update my practice. (Jenny) 
 
I have had to go to … to do a teaching course. (Alara) 

My clinic work is a good way to keep in touch with the ever-changing aspects 
of the health system. (Cherie) 
 
I began a new job, and it has involved a lot more work and time spent in 
preparation at home than I anticipated – so I have had to put practically 
everything else on hold until I get myself sorted out. However, there is light at 
the end of the tunnel. (Maree) 
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Confidence continued to reinforce the belief in capability to achieve - 

 
I have been offered part time work in a variety of areas … Now, I know that 
this would not have happened without my degree as I have only self-taught 
knowledge regarding various computer programs. What a boost to the self-
esteem and ego this has been. (Alara) 

 
I was emerging as a more confident person and the leader I went on to be 
wherever I went. (Margaret) 
 
My teaching qualifications were used [overseas] …  This experience gave me 
a broad knowledge of the world and the confidence to live anywhere.  
(Anastasia) 
 
I have also started a teaching course through … TAFE and this will also prove 
to be a bonus and will give me further qualifications. I sound as though I want 
to collect qualifications like some people collect artifacts, however I think that 
to survive mentally out here, I need to have the versatility to be able to have a 
go at most things and these new courses will hopefully ‘put the icing on the 
cake’ and instil in me confidence that has been lacking over the past couple of 
years. (Alara) 

 

Together, Cognisance, Discipline and Confidence contributed to the application of 

professional Ability in the working environment. 

 

Ability

One salient feature of the concept of ability appeared to be that the incipient benefits 

manifested in the acquisition of a degree must not be allowed to wither -                                                     

 
Providing education is one thing – using it is another. (Val) 

 
A degree is only a way of opening further career doors that may of been 
previously shut. If you don’t walk through the doors your degree is useless.
  (Jane) 
 
[With a degree] employment opportunities [are] enhanced generally. (Grace) 
 
Apart from the personal satisfaction, I believe that my current job at … is 
worthwhile and I would not have it, or be able to apply for [it]f I did not have 
a degree. So the fact that I am a graduate has a wider application than just a 
personal and private achievement. (Maree) 
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In general terms, application of the qualification impacted both upon the individual 

participants as they reflected upon their own progress and upon the community in 

terms of the improvements they might be able to initiate - 

 
I cannot imagine my life now without my career and what it has allowed me 
and others to do in country communities. (Margaret) 

 

Application of ability in particular areas of expertise at a professional level focused 

upon specific issues - 

 
Communication skills are paramount for people in my position out here, and I 
use the skills from my Dip Ed more than those from my B.Sc. (Trudy) 
 
Communication is a critical factor in the bush, and the ability to have access 
to information is imperative in opening the lines of interaction between the 
establishment of peoples’ needs and the service provision. I would like to think 
that my training in the health field has enabled me to be an integral part of 
that network, between our community and the health service providers. In the 
future, once I’ve had a major role in educating our children, I would like to 
think that this ‘grounding’ will enable me to continue my work in this area. 
(Cherie) 
 
I have been able to call on the skills of vets from all over NSW to solve local 
veterinary problems because of contacts made at uni and as a result of gaining 
a vet degree. (Jenny) 
 
I feel that I have been able to make a valuable contribution to the education 
and development of my class. (Maree) 
 
It enabled me to teach children, which was / is a passion, including working 
with special need children. (Grace) 

 

The graduate rural women saw themselves as having the ability to achieve and being 

able to accomplish the application of their qualifications in many professional 

directions, even though the opportunities to achieve were less than desirable - 

 
When a job actually came my way I was very happy to take it, and as the year 
has passed, I have found myself enjoying it more and more … it is because of 
[my degree] that I have this job. (Maree) 

 
You just need that little piece of paper to give you the confidence to question 
or prove that you were right all along. Without my degree, I wouldn’t have the 
position I currently have. (Jane) 
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Opportunities for employment in related fields of expertise, although limited, were 

also within the scope of graduates. Application of the qualification transcended the 

boundaries of specific degrees - 

 
Depending on the qualities of the “whole person”, one is able to see the value 
of their education. Few degrees are specific in one area, as in e.g. medicine, 
but then many trained doctors today are now using their trained brains in 
other areas not so specific to the practice of medicine. (Robyn) 

 

Demonstrated ability invited the graduates’ participation in more diverse fields of 

professional occupation - 

 
 I had an interview and based on my results and my degree I have been offered 

part time work in a variety of areas within TAFE. Now, I know that this would 
not have happened without my degree as I have only self-taught knowledge 
regarding various computer programs. What a boost to the self-esteem and 
ego this has been. It is interesting to me that confidence does tend to bring on 
further opportunities. (Alara) 

 
[Degreed women] may … choose to work on-line via a computer network for 
big city firms, but communication systems are not always reliable. (Barbara) 
 
My musical skills are more practical for employment in rural areas. (Hazel) 

 

For younger graduates, without family responsibilities, the scope was wider - 
 

[These] professionals can easily move and find employment in other areas … 
[Your degree] allows you to take a job in a more metropolitan, more 
competitive environment like Sydney/Melbourne where tertiary studies [are] 
almost a prerequisite. (Jane) 

 
Application of ability was further demonstrated in situations beyond that of paid 
employment - 
 

The degree also gives you outside credibility which says you’re capable of the 
task, even if you could do it before you went to uni, and it equilibrates you with 
male professionals… (Jane) 
 

And within the family hierarchy - 
 

Personally – I can say to my uncle/ dad what I think and why, when it comes to 
rural / farm problems and I feel more confident that they won’t easily dismiss 
my opinion, even though I was telling then the same before I went to uni. … 

 … 

152 



 

It gives you a tool or leverage to get a different or alternative idea across, and 
your newfound debating skills are harder to argue with. (Jane) 

 
 

Independence
 
With the growth and expression of ability there emerged a feeling of Independence. It 

was evidenced, initially, as a declaration of independent personality when in 

professional occupation - 

 
[I] became ‘Margaret’ instead of [George’s] wife. (Margaret) 

 

However, where both husband and wife were equal in professional accreditation and 

occupation, the community granted limited recognition of the wife’s independent 

status - 

 
In assisting my husband with Landcare surveys, I found a very definite, 
positive attitude towards me [except that there] was a persistent refusal to 
acknowledge that both I and my husband were in fact graduates.  (Jo) 

 

A further manifestation of independence was that resulting from a separate income - 

 
It allows women to give themselves greater financial independence away from 
family or a spouse. (Jane) 
 
It has provided a decent income and this financial independence has been 
important for a number of reasons. (Clare) 

 
Money was a definite factor in my returning to work in order to gain some 
independence financially … as well as earning me money which all went into 
the farm, home improvements and education. (Margaret) 

 
Having a degree made me feel that I could always obtain an income through 
paid employment. (Clare) 
 
[I have been] secure in a job whilst a single parent since age 29. (Emilie) 
 
[My education provides] independence and support for the family. I know I 
would support the family if I needed to, and I am able to earn extra money if I 
have a particular need / want. (Frances) 

 
I have extra earning capacity / income which means we can afford to do more 
things. (Jill) 

 

153 



 

For a single person, the desire for and expression of independence arising from 

professional ability caused problems - 

 
I personally have broken up a few very strong relationships with men because 
they weren’t willing to accept that I really needed my financial independence 
(and I was making more money than them) even if it meant that I had to move 
to gain a better career position. They’d prefer me to stay in town and work in 
a bank. As far as I see it if I can do the travelling around and work my way up 
in any career now while I’m younger I’ll be in a better more financially stable 
and settled position in the future (well that’s the plan). (Jane) 

 

Were graduate rural women happy with their ability and independence? The answer 

lay in the expression of Satisfaction, depicting introspective perceptions of their 

professional involvement in home and community. 
 

Satisfaction 

Satisfaction was evidenced at a purely professional level - 

 
I am really enjoying using the skills that I have accumulated in this new 
environment. (Beth) 

 
If a rural university had not been available to offer correspondence degrees (I 
lived 280 kms away) then I would not have been able to compete for [and 
achieve] middle / upper management jobs [in specialised teaching/learning 
areas]. … [In this role] I had access to 220 schools … After the Educ Dept’s 
restructure I am now … Co-ordinator for 50 schools … a most satisfying and 
rewarding occupation. (Anastasia) 
 
In obtaining a satisfying and well paid job, I am able to enjoy life and afford 
those luxuries like time for hobbies and family that I really savour. (Trudy) 

 

It was also reflected in promoting the profession at a community level - 
 

 …it has been so evident that a few very talented people who are willing to use 
their talents to teach and encourage and organise functions can have a ripple 
effect beyond measure in the cultural and educational life of the community. 
(Margaret) 

 
The network of professional and personal contacts has contributed much to my 
life and to the life of the local community. For example, I have served on the 
executive of the area veterinary association. This raised the profile of the 
profession in my local community but also had an impact on the role of women 
in a geographic area heavily dominated by male vets. (Jenny) 
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I feel that my input into this body [Health Advisory Council] will help to 
provide valuable services to our community. (Cherie) 
 

At a classroom level - 
 

I would like to think that perhaps because I am so passionate about the 
advantages of higher education, that I have influenced some of the students I 
have taught in rural schools. For example – when I tell them about the places I 
have travelled and the various interesting experiences I have had – some kids 
say “you must be rich”. I quickly explain “rich in education” – it is the 
education which has motivated me to do and see and given me many 
opportunities. (Jill) 
 
I hope that my love of life and learning has been communicated in some way 
to my students. (Peg) 

 

And in assisting the community to a better understanding of themselves – 

 
… it was a rewarding aspect of the job to demystify the system, and open these 
[information] networks up to people. (Cherie) 

 

In the first instance, below, Cherie explained her professional role as a nurse in 

providing not only medical information but also reassurance and assistance for 

patients in helping them understand their involvement with the health system -  

 
Part of my job when working at the hospital in town – as it is when working as 
a nurse anywhere – was constantly explaining to people the pathology of their 
illness, what their treatment was, the way that drugs or surgery would help 
their condition, using the health system network to facilitate care for people 
and so on.  
… 
As you would be aware, rural health services are under the microscope at the 
moment, and have been for some time, because of the specific problems that 
rural and remote centers face due to their isolation and how health service 
providers can maintain a standard of care to people living in these areas. 
(Cherie) 

 

In the second instance, Cherie used her professional background and expertise for the 

benefit of her remote community in general, to help and advise them on “how the 

system operates” in more than the medical sense - 

 
Often people who live in remote and isolated areas and in rural centres (not 
all the people, but especially the elderly), get ‘stuck’ in situations where they 
don’t have the opportunity – or inclination – to experience this kind of 
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organisation, and consequently, when they need to use the system, they have 
no idea where to begin. 
… 
Working in nursing, you strike a lot of people in this exact situation. Working 
at a remote centre, I had the opportunity to provide people with information, 
such as how to fill out basic paperwork, for example to replace a lost 
medicare card, and all the business of providing proof of identity and having a 
JP to witness signatures etc, explaining who, why, and where. 
… 
One of the children there was doing distance education, and their tutor often 
asked me to help talk out problems and explain meanings of words. I spent a 
lot of time helping the elderly members of the community figure out who to 
ring when they needed help filling out forms or to make appointments for 
them. We did health education classes at the school and I found that more than 
half of our time during the sessions was spent answering questions from both 
the teachers and the students about a whole range of health issues that were 
often no where related to the topic we were discussing. I decided that even if 
we didn’t cover the work we were supposed to be teaching, at least they had 
the opportunity to gain access to our knowledge base. 
… 
Often both community members and local graziers would ask for information 
about social networking – ‘who do you get on to, to find out such and such…’. 
This was really interesting because I found that there is a huge void in getting 
information out to people in these areas. (Cherie) 

 

In declaring her sense of satisfaction and reward in the performance of her profession, 

I might add that Cherie also apologised - 

 
I’m still coming to terms with night-feeding, shearing and having four 
children, so I hope I’m making myself clear! 

 
In the third instance, Suzie used her professional background to assist those in the 

community who wanted a university education but did not realise that they could 

achieve admission to tertiary instruction - 

 
Because I know there are many ways to admission to an university to study, I 
have been able, several times over the years, to tell others not to give up if they 
think they don’t qualify.  There seems to be a tendency in ‘the bush’ for people 
to accept unquestioningly that matriculation is the only way …  
 

  I have had great pleasure in seeing one ‘mature age’ woman  complete a law 
qualification because I was able to tell her who to contact and what to do.  She 
had not matriculated.  Another is now studying another course on a similar 
basis. … 
 The impact on me has been to feel that, in a small way, my qualifications have 
led to those women achieving something in life they wanted. Similarly, I have 
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been able to tell parents that their matriculant children have many options, not 
just one course at one particular campus. (Suzie) 
        

Satisfaction was also experienced at a personal level - 
 

I really enjoy working in my profession. (Georgina) 
 
[This phase of my occupation] has been a lasting passion for the past 31 
years. (Anastasia) 
 
I can emphatically say that my university degree and the career options it has 
opened up for me have given me much greater satisfaction than if I had not 
gone back to work. [It] gives me stimulation as well as money. I say I have 
always worked for love and money. (Margaret) 
 
I am pleased that my career seems as long and as diverse as I choose to make 
it.  (Trudy ) 
 
… returning to work … [was partly] for my own satisfaction, since being a full 
time homemaker and volunteer in community organisations did not appeal in 
the long term. (Margaret) 
 
… being able to direct my resources to [professional] study certainly helped 
… make me feel that I [am] a worthwhile person. (Alara)  
 
[I am] able to work part time off the property and receive a substantial 
income. This leads to less isolation and being able to do jobs in town, meet 
people and experience a change from routine farm life. (Frances) 
 

The participants’ satisfaction was tinged with resignation in accepting the 

unchangeable situation - 

 
I have applied for jobs off farm 3 times – with no success. I sometimes feel 
frustrated that I may not be using my full capabilities when I live 50 km from 
the nearest town and suitable job opportunities [are] limited … I simply try to 
employ myself productively with the job on hand. I was aware of the 
ramifications when I moved here, but chose to do so and am happy with that 
decision. Working on farm is busy and satisfying employment. It would be 
fantastic if financial returns were better. (Val) 
 
I’m happy with what I’ve done and although I used to have ‘what I could have 
done’ spells sometimes, I think my path suits me (I was meant to be a farmer’s 
wife, especially one who is left to run the farm by herself largely during the 
week).  
… When I see National Parks & Wildlife officers I sometimes think ‘maybe 
that could have been me’ … but that wasn’t to be.  (Hazel) 
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Clare’s story suggested that education qualifications were a lifeline in a very difficult 

situation - 

 
My 10 years in the bush has recently culminated in our family leaving our 
property and ‘losing the lot’ you might say to the Bank. I know that it is not an 
uncommon experience in the bush.    

 … 
I have always had a feeling that it would be my educational background which 
would give my family a buffer to surviving life events and unpredictably 
though, in this instance walking away from a property we loved with nothing 
more than our person belongings, has proved to be one of them. … Since we 
have re-located and tried to get our feet on the ground again, it has been my 
skill base and income, which has kept our family afloat.   
… 
Being educated meant that I could work in jobs part-time and in a professional 
sense it provided the type of work that could be approached flexibly to 
accommodate children being sick, the distance to travel etc.   

 … 
Having a degree made me feel that I could always obtain an income through 
paid employment. During the birth of our three children many times I felt like 
retreating from the paid workforce, but with the Bank looming we never felt 
this was possible. 

 

There was also the promise of one further important source of satisfaction – extended 

usefulness - 

 
My subsequent training and work … have … kept me from getting old. Staff 
[where] I work … are constantly marvelling at me and say I don’t seem as old 
as I am.  However, I am very conscious of not sticking around past my use-by 
date which is coming in the next year or so.  I hope that whatever age I am I 
can still use my experience to be of some use to the community as well as 
allowing me to live a satisfying life without being a burden on my family and 
society. (Margaret) 

 

However, graduate rural women were not confined to expressing their abilities in 

professional occupations. In the following section their transferable skills were 

applied to everyday life situations. 

 
 
Everyday Life Experience 

In professional occupation, the expression of graduate expertise was readily described 

in terms of opportunities and achievements in that context. In everyday life, the 

identification of the influence of a university education for rural women was more 
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subtle. This section explores the inherent values, skills and capabilities embracing the 

core concepts acquired or enhanced as a graduate, which became part of the total 

person’s approach to life beyond the professional boundaries - 

 
I believe my studies … gave me the confidence to know there were many things 
I was capable of doing. Tertiary education trains the mind and I believe an 
educated mind is part of the whole person. My training is part of me – the 
whole me. (Robyn) 

 

This empowerment was succinctly explained from the introspective viewpoint - 
 

 Above all it can allow a person to move to the edge of their paradigm because 
a degree has given you the ability to question, to analyse and to challenge. 
(Jill)  

 

This ability, recognised by the participants in acknowledging a link to their university 

education, was expressed not only in professional occupation as in the previous 

section, but in repeated examples of everyday activities in the following illustrations. 

 

In general, the advantages of a university education in everyday life were seen as 

multi-faceted, particularly with regard to organising and providing practical solutions 

to problems, in communication, and in dealing with daily situations - 

 
Since I last wrote to you, I’ve given the whole concept of your study a lot of 
thought. …University-educated women living in the bush are able to apply 
their skills in a very practical way, not always as the university intended. This 
is not to say that non-tertiary education women are not practical, but I feel 
that there is an advantage for those who have studied. (Cherie) 
 
My degree has given me ‘transferable’ skills – communication, organisational, 
problem solving. (Jill) 
 
I have used my education in some subtle ways rather than directly. (Hazel) 
 
I use my skills (academic and social) in many day-to-day dealings with people 
– not necessarily work related. (Trudy) 
 

Foremost among the situations where expertise, born of professional experience, was 

exploited, was on the family farm. Sometimes administration duties were involved 

(and performed well) by graduate rural women - 

 

159 



 

Rural women … often play the role of book keeper on farms / properties. 
(Georgina) 
 
[I am in] partnership with my husband in a farming business. (Wendy) 
 
[For me it became] farm management skills rather than paddock skills. It 
means decision making. (Val) 
 
I taught for only seven years after graduation – once we moved onto our own 
property, I was kept busy with the children and helping my husband. (Maree) 
 
In my rural setting, I have used skills from my degree to actively run the office 
/ administration side of the property, e.g. deal with bank, accountants, 
solicitors, business houses, suppliers, etc., follow up contracts, manage 
finances, maintain the books, all data entry, generation of reports, BAS 
returns etc., and do all correspondence. (Jill) 

 
I do the bookwork for the farm and my husband’s consulting business, which 
involves keeping the cashbooks on the computer up to date (especially with the 
GST now), sending out bills to clients and paying all bills on time … Maybe 
this is the use of skills started at university or maybe it’s just using my brain as 
a lot of farm wives do (our accountant has told me that a lot of farms have the 
wife doing all the bookwork and generally they do a better job than the 
husbands). (Hazel) 

 

There were instances where graduate rural wives progressed from working ‘in the 

fields’ when the enterprise was young, to administrative tasks at a later time - 

 
After marrying I became involved in the agriculture that was the focus of my 
household … When my children went away to boarding school I became 
involved in the business management of this farm and also took an interest in 
farming technologies and politics. (Robyn) 

 

It is suggested that involvement in, and assisting with, management and decision 

making, and not physical labour, made best use of skills - 

 
Women … should be in farm management rather than in the paddock. (Val) 

 
The skills acquired from having a degree have enabled me to be involved in 
the management of the farm and have enabled me to have some input into the 
decision making process without having to be in the paddock. (Jill) 

 

However, practical professional work by the graduate women were specialised 

contributions to the family enterprise - 
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On our farm we run commercial cattle and a sheep stud so we constantly use 
my [veterinary] knowledge and resources. (Jenny) 

 
I have always used my B.Agr.Sc. degree in many ways whilst working on our 
Merino Stud, not only on a practical basis but also to carry out the running of 
the business (i.e. computer skills, management skills). 
… 
Several years ago I carried out the Artificial Insemination of our sheep 
(cervically) with the assistance of a trained inseminator. (Gloria) 
 
I tried a caesarean on a ewe last year and I did use my biology knowledge to 
do it. (Hazel) 

 

Primary production enterprises also made use of the participants’ skills in other value-

added aspects of successful business - 

 
When I retired I was business manager for [my employer’s] product range. It 
was this last experience that has assisted me now in the marketing of our [own 
product]. My [science] degree has helped me understand the [manufacturing] 
process [for our primary product]. (Natalie) 
 
[I] have often used my chemistry and plant biology background to answer my 
husband’s plant physiology and nutrient questions. (Hazel) 
 

For many woman graduates, the involvement in the family enterprise was also 

accompanied by domestic tasks (little-mentioned but accepted as a given) together 

with responsibility for the partial or total education of young children in remote areas. 

Rural graduate mothers took the role of assisting with, or directly teaching their 

children - 

 
My home is remote – an hour from [each one of four remote towns]. 
Thankfully my training saw me through many years of home schooling, where 
I knew that the kids were learning. (Brenda) 

 
Graduate women … have an advantage in some ways of assisting the 
education of their children, particularly through distance education and 
school of air. (Georgina) 

 

They also assisted non-graduate parents to accomplish this task - 
 

With a degree behind me, confidence and capability, I’ve been able to guide 
other women equally as isolated with children to teach. (Brenda) 
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The less attractive alternative to the rewarding challenge of teaching children at home 

was to pay another to perform this task. Yet schooling and farm demands had to be 

balanced for the achievement of maximum benefit - 

 
I have taught my four children, via Distance Education, from Pre-school to 
Yr.5. this has been very rewarding. Had I not been trained, I may have 
employed “governesses” to do the job which would not have been easy for the 
family and school would not have been as thorough. School came before 
mustering or helping outdoors daily. (Brenda) 
 

Graduate mothers were also able to participate in the education system which 

regulated their children’s schooling - 

 
At the moment, many of us are delving into the world of Distance Education 
and we feel that, although nothing can prepare you for teaching your children 
at home, the skills we attained through completing tertiary studies has 
widened our understanding of the education system, encouraging our input 
into the school curriculum and involvement in the school community. (Cherie) 
 
I became a mother, reared my children, was a nagging influence on and keen 
worker for the primary school my children attended (I think for the better!). 
(Robyn) 
 

On the other hand, some (little) people were definitely not impressed with Mum’s 

credentials - 

 
My children are a bit surprised that Mum has been to uni, but my 4 year old is 
still of the very definite opinion that his teacher knows everything and his 
mother doesn’t know anything except about being a mum! My 9 year old 
daughter has got to the stage where she seems to appreciate that I ‘know quite 
a lot’ and she listens when I explain things and shows a degree of respect for 
my knowledge (I might nearly be more knowledgeable than the teacher in her 
eyes). (Hazel) 
 

Finally, beyond the bounds of family and family enterprise, was the community where 

graduate rural women had further opportunities to express their capabilities. The 

community interests ranged from personal activities - 

 
I write for a magazine. (Val) 
 
My other main job has been as a piano teacher – no use of the science degree 
at all! (Hazel) 
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I research and write many local history publications. (Margaret) 
 

Since retiring I have been a volunteer guide at the local museum. (Denise) 
 

To community group projects, which benefited from the particular skills of graduate 

rural women - 

A friend who studies economics is the treasurer of the school  P & C.  She is a 
real numbers person and is glad to be able to use her skills this way. (Cherie) 
 
I am involved in the “music scene” in the community, playing in the local 
band and writing music for community groups. (Frances) 

 

Their overall expertise was used in a wide range of activities. - 
 
I am frequently asked to adjudicate debates, public speaking and to edit 
material for publication. (Denise) 
 

Generally speaking, additional personal attributes appeared to be desirable for 

harmonious membership of committees - 

 
The skills of co-operation and leadership learnt in group situations at uni have 
been helpful in the community groups in which I have been involved, e.g. 
hospital board, progress association, Chamber of Commerce, local council 
and church committees, group leader and counsellor for local associations. 
(Jenny) 

 
I am involved in a community group here in the town, and use my skills to help 
promote what the organisation is doing to a range of audiences. (Trudy) 
 

The role for graduate rural women on committees was frequently that of secretary - 
 

Graduate rural women are often involved with local community groups, 
particularly on the committees, and especially as the role of secretary. 
(Georgina) 

 
My tertiary education has also helped at other times, such as with my 
secretarial and executive positions in various community organisations. 
(Frances) 

 
I had input into a variety of committees around the town, not least being a 
public speaking club for women which I organised and kept going for seven 
years. (Robyn) 

 
Community action involved taking a stand where the graduate had a point to make, a 

vision for its accomplishment, and the ability to bring it to fruition - 
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I made public comment on a variety of situations in letters to the local paper 
when situations provoked me. I organised a coup to reorganise the local 
swimming club which I ran for six years. (Robyn) 

 

While energy and ability continued to find expression in membership of committees 

and participation in local activities, with the graduates’ determination aimed at 

community benefit - 

 
I am now channelling my energies on the local shows as a means of helping 
the local district to highlight all that is good and productive in the area – 
maybe in some small way this will help the people to maintain a high level of 
optimism in this age of diminishing returns and loss of employment 
opportunities to the young rural person. 
… 
Maybe this is being overly optimistic but that is where I want to be. I want to 
shake all the people who shop out of town and say, “Hey, where will you be 
when your shops shut and your town closes down?” (Alara) 
 
When I first moved to the rather remote area I now live in I found myself often 
standing up at meetings of voluntary organisations telling them about the new 
incorporation legislation and its benefits to them … I did the paperwork for 
several organisations (though not as a practising solicitor - I had given up 
practice to farm).  There have been many events like these over the years. 
(Suzie) 

 

The impact and import of everyday life experience for graduate rural women was 

abstracted in the three emergent concepts related below. 

 

The Significance of Everyday Life Experience 

As the graduate rural women reflected upon the various activities of their everyday 

lives, the significance to them of a university background, was seen to extend far 

beyond the bounds of professional occupation. The following illustrations traced the 

similarities between professional and everyday life meanings of the same emergent 

core concepts, expressed in life situations. Again, the three concepts of Cognisance, 

Discipline and Confidence, established during the university experience, carried 

through to everyday life, but with altered emphasis. 

 

The relevance of Cognisance continued, both in general and specific instances – 
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When things are going OK we are full of confidence and must instill that 
confidence in others. (Alara) 

 
[It] has given me a knowledge base which I have been able to adapt to all 
sorts of situations.  (Clare) 
 
I really feel that my university education has helped me to deal with living in 
the bush, not only because it gave me an avenue – professionally – to work 
here in the first place, but to give me the problem solving skills which I use in 
everyday life. (Cherie) 
 
My university education has helped me immeasurably with the isolation out 
here. The days that are low I try to remind myself that I have done something 
relevant and that I can make a contribution if and when I decide to. 
Sometimes it is important to remind myself that I am here by choice not 
because I am unable to do anything else. (Alara) 
 
This [university education] impacts on every part of your life – how you 
respond to political issues, understanding marketing (?), religion and social 
welfare. (Beth) 
 

The concept of Discipline became submerged in the demands of everyday life. Not to 

say that discipline became less. In fact, the requirement to self-manage became 

greater but was imposed  as life-situations  dictated  what had to be done to satisfy the 

need to survive – 

 

The experience of the bush is such a mixed bag - entrenched ideas and 
families and attitudes; there is the sharing and the critical; the use of power 
and influence; there is shame and depression and anger …To survive all of 
this, I have found it useful to understand the different forces in my head, my 
heart is too sensitive, intellectualising the experience is survival! (Clare) 

 

I think that to survive mentally out here, I need to have the versatility to be 
able to have a go at most things. (Alara) 
 
[There is a] need to plan resources based on knowledge, live methodically, 
think analytically. (Val) 
 
Most women I know are stretched to the limit, university educated or not. I see 
women shouldering the responsibility of paid employment and the 
responsibility of families …  simply being driven by the need to survive! 
(Clare)  

 

[I have to] grapple with the issue of to work or not to work off farm. (Jill) 
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The discipline required to maintain a workable balance was demanding in the extreme 

- 

 
… my education … always made me feel like there was a way out of the 
situation and if it became too unbearable I could always leave  … I was able 
to withdraw a psychological commitment from time to time. (Clare) 
 

Confidence in everyday life was applied in the practical sense to meet new challenges 

and overcome common problems - 

 
[My education has given me] confidence to “tackle” things as they arise. (Jill) 

 
I feel [the] system of organization [of tasks] is fairly universal, and the more 
you are involved in it, the more confident you are to move around and try new 
experiences. (Cherie) 

 
Since retiring I have been a volunteer guide at [a local facility] which I 
probably wouldn’t have done without the confidence a degree confers. 
(Denise) 
 
[My education] has given me a lot of confidence in my life. I feel equipped to 
deal with new information, concepts and ideas. (Trudy) 

 
I do know that I can do a job and do it well. This has helped my confidence to 
grow and so I now consider that I do my work well. (Alara) 
 
[My education] gave me the confidence to know there were many things I was 
capable of doing. (Robyn) 
 

Ability 

As illustrated in the professional significance section above, Confidence again was 

expressed through Ability in positive terms when all was well in everyday life - 

 
[My education has given me] ability to access information … ability to be 
analytical, and hopefully fair minded so that I can see issues from both sides 
and appreciate another’s point of view … a sense of achievement … strength 
to adhere to what I believe in because it has developed skills such as being 
articulate / analytical. (Jill) 
 
The best thing of all – it has allowed me to pursue my passions – mainly 
music,  but also literature, languages and teaching. (Frances) 
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But in the hard times of everyday life the application of ability, developed through a 

university education, was directed towards ‘coping’ or meeting challenges in 

everyday life - 

Even when life has  not gone well I feel I can cope. (Emilie) 
 

The teachers degree helped me in so many ways to cope. (Brenda) 
 
As our children arrived and we simply could not make ends meet without using 
up all my and my husband’s limited savings, I was influential in forcing family 
meetings to try to plan for some possible independent future. This was not 
without a lot of pain and it took many years  to achieve. (Margaret) 
 

Meeting challenges in everyday life also assisted the coping process - 
 
My degree helped open doors for me, but in reality it was getting life 
experience that has aided me. (Georgina) 

 

Ability found various avenues for expression. In everyday life family came first and 

ability was represented by a capacity to enhance the life of self and others -  

 
Education is the most important thing we should give our children. (Beth) 

 
My degree benefits my children, [as I have] the ability to help them with 
schoolwork [and] to communicate with their teachers (not intimidated by a 
school setting),[ and] “me” a source of good ideas for children’s work. (Jill) 
  
I am confident … in mentoring my children at all stages of their development – 
preschool crafts and language development, reading support to slightly 
dyslexic son, research for all levels through to university, structuring and 
proof-reading essays, counselling on subject choices and course options (both 
sons now have two degrees). (Emilie) 
 
I have helped with the children’s education and they have careers. (Val) 

 

And by example, at home - 
 
[as] a role model, e.g. my daughter wants to go to university because I did. 
(Jill) 
 
I think both my husband and myself impart to our children that they can easily 
go to uni if they want to. I have noticed that some people who haven’t received 
further education can sometimes give the idea to their own children that uni is 
unattainable. (Hazel) 
 

And in the community - 
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In my High School years, I was greatly influenced as a very conscientious 
member of the Girl Guides that I should ‘do my duty’ in the community and 
use the talents I had.  … I … have been an activator in making things happen. 
(Margaret) 
 
Being valued for and sought after for your experience in secretarial work, 
organising meetings, public speaking, concerts, etc.[is important]. I remember 
a French car rally came through … (our closest small town) and I was the 
only one who could speak French to a fairly-well non-English-speaking group. 
I could help with the communication problem. (Frances) 
 
Women could use their qualifications to assist change in their communities. 
There are numerous committees and lobby groups in rural/remote areas. If I 
were not working I would use my qualifications to assist with change in the 
community. (Georgina) 
 
I attended a series of workshops … a Rural Leadership Program… It was time 
spent on enhancing personal and interpersonal communication skills, teaching 
the mechanisms of leadership (in running meetings and dealing with 
bureaucracy), and basically how to deal with people.  An interesting feature of 
our group which stood out was that while half of the group were women, and 
many of them had done some form of tertiary study, it was these motivated 
people who were constantly representing their communities on a wide level – 
on water or vegetation boards, on landcare groups or farmer groups. All of 
these people had a firm belief that there was a great future ahead for the 
Western Division, and that the people who lived there were one of its greatest 
resources. (Cherie) 

 

No matter what the ability and the will the same responsibilities, which precluded 

graduate wives and mothers from completing further studies, again dominated and 

prevailed to overshadow their efforts - 

 
…the day to day chores that need to be done on the farm don’t ever really 
change.  I guess that this is why so often our achievements get swept under the 
rug while we deal with the immediate!  (Alara) 
 

Independence 

In terms of professional significance, discussed previously, Independence was then of 

major importance to graduate rural women both from its personal and financial 

aspects. In everyday life the participants’ independence, when not in professional 

occupation, barely progressed beyond a sense of latent confidence and theoretical 

ability to express self-determination in matters beyond the scope of personal 

decisions, such as financial investments - 

168 



 

 
 I am confident to make investments to help me be financially secure in old 
age. (Emilie) 

 

Making travel decisions, as a single woman - 
 

My teaching qualifications were used when I taught in London, and travelled 
[extensively overseas].  This experience gave me a broad knowledge of the 
world and the confidence to live anywhere. (Anastasia) 

 

And logical management of personal life situations - 
 

I really feel that the greatest advantage is in having a better understanding of 
the ‘system’ as a whole. As you are aware, applying for university placement, 
selecting subjects, and organising timetables etc, all involves comprehending 
the fact that to get to ‘B’ you need to got to ‘A’ and then you can get to ‘C’. I 
feel this system of organisation is fairly universal, and the more you are 
involved in it, the more confident you are to move around and try new 
experiences. (Cherie) 

 

Satisfaction 

Reflection upon the preceding concepts resulted in expressions of personal 

Satisfaction with the introspective effects of a university education in everyday life - 

 
My education has always been something I have treasured for itself. … It has 
been personally fulfilling. (Peg) 

 
I think that for me the [significance] of my university studies is primarily on a 
personal level. (Maree) 

 

The everyday life effects were narrowed to include aspects of remote living - 
 

I felt happy living in a physically remote area because of my enhanced 
education, and … I feel that there is a definite positive experience to be gained 
there. (Cherie) 

  
I have a lifelong interest in academic study … [am] never bored [and I have] 
increased self-esteem. (Emilie) 
 

  I can “live in my head” to the extent that I can pursue my interests in a fairly 
satisfying way and feel confident to try and extend myself and not to worry 
about being “out of step” e.g. my interest in a disadvantaged group is not very 
fashionable here. (Emilie) 
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I get much enjoyment out of keeping up with archaeological developments 
(archaeology being one of my majors in Arts) and the book world - and have 
never regretted my university Latin studies. (Suzie) 

 
The personal satisfaction extended beyond self to an appreciation of wider sentiments 

- 
 

I see my university studies primarily as a personal thing.  I think my studies 
have made a great contribution to my personal development - a source of 
personal satisfaction. My studies have provided me with a wider view than is 
usual for rural women of my generation and given me opportunities and 
confidence which I would not otherwise have had. (Maree) 

 
My degree has been my “passport” to a variety of interesting and challenging 
professional and non-professional opportunities. (Trudy) 
 
As an individual, there are a lot of subtle ways in which my education at a 
Tertiary level has enabled me to make contributions to both my own personal 
achievements and in our community. (Cherie) 

 

And to the value of closer family ties - 
 
My studies … have also provided a link with my children when they were 
undertaking tertiary studies that I found very worthwhile. (Maree) 
 
[I enjoy] shared interests, particularly with other women such as my sister 
who is also a BA. (Emilie) 
 
My greatest achievement has been in the raising of my three sons who are 
perceived to be well balanced, tertiary educated, independent spirits. … and I 
believe this has been the area of my greatest influence. (Robyn) 
 

However, there can be some drawbacks to thinking too much - 

 
Possessing a degree means that I have been taught to think, therefore this must 
permeate into everything I do with one exception. Often I’m thinking when 
preparing a recipe or cooking, I find I concentrate on non-culinary things to 
find the tea is burnt! I’m not much of a cook anyway and would rather read.  
(Jo) 

 

Even when there had been instances of sadness and regret over opportunities 

foregone, a positive attitude still remained -  

 
With the analysis of my feelings in trying to answer your questions I’ve come 
to the solid opinion that I am definitely happy with what I’m doing. (Hazel) 
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The women’s interactions with rural communities produced a further range of 

experiences revealing their outlook on how they believed the community members 

reacted to their presence, as related in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 8 – BEING A GRADUATE IN THE COMMUNITY 
 
 
Introduction 

In the previous sections - from the university experience to the significance of a 

university education in professional and everyday life - the perceptions of the 

participants were expressed from an introspective viewpoint. The graduates spoke of 

the impact upon themselves and importance to them of their tertiary training as they 

reflected upon their experiences.  

 
The contextual viewpoint was then examined, as the participants explained 

what they perceived to be the communities’ views of graduate women in their midst. 

Presuming that the unqualified acceptance and integration into the rural community of 

graduate women as professionally capable and personally competent people would be 

the desired outcomes, this study considered several issues which compromised and 

rebutted this expectation. An exploration of the professional and social obstacles to 

acceptance led to a discussion on the progress being made towards integration. 

Further core concepts emerged to contribute to the findings of this study.  

 
Issues of Community Acceptance and Integration 

Of the four issues which follow, the first related not so much to the level of education 

itself concerning the community and graduate women, but to the effects of differences 

in the ways of thinking which have been developed through the respective 

backgrounds of the community members and the participants -  

 
I’d see it more as culture shock when two very different ways of looking at 
things collide. (Peg) 

 

The second concern lay with finding an acceptable balance between what was 

expected of the community by graduates, what was expected of graduates by the 

community, and what was perceived by each of these groups to be the other’s 

response to these expectations. The correspondence of expectations and perceptions 

gave indications of the extent to which acceptance and integration of graduate women 

in the community was occurring - 

… the interrelation of people will be difficult. A university degree will only 
take you so far in a rural  environment. Fitting in, listening to locals, taking 
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time to learn the culture, has been more of an assistance than a uni degree has 
been. (Georgina)  

 

The third point to consider was what were the alternative outcomes? Acceptance and 

integration on the one hand were balanced against the rebuttal of expectations: 

constraint of professional expression and social interaction on the other hand. The 

middle ground allowed for a compromise, where partial acceptance and a measure of 

separation were both evident, dependent upon circumstances - 

 
I try hard not to analyse things too much. … It comes back to what you are 
used to and how you adjust. (Cherie) 

 

The fourth issue took into account the fact that the community also comprised already 

established professionals of both genders reacting to the arrival of another qualified 

person, a woman, in their midst - 

 
Many of the males that I work with feel slightly threatened by someone that 
can prove with a piece of paper that they know just as much if not more than 
they do about certain issues. (Jane) 

 
     
The Situation for Graduate Rural Women  

From the graduates’ reflective interpretation of rural viewpoints, the rural community 

members’ approach to a graduate woman was guarded - 

 
Once the answer to the question, ‘What did you do after you left school?’ is  
known, we graduates in small, enclosed communities, are viewed with caution. 
(Suzie) 
 
Country people can be very warm and welcoming but they can also be wary of 
those who are different. … [My husband] and I certainly encountered 
curiosity which could have been seen as hostility I suppose. He had a mention 
in the paper when he joined the cricket team as a high flier who would have to 
prove himself .  (Peg)  

 

From the graduates’ viewpoint there was, at first, an acknowledgment of that 

circumspect appraisal by the community - 

 
There are so many facets on either side of the issue - the ‘sides’ being that of 
the graduate and that of the other rural dwellers. I think that the graduate 
rural woman must face the fact that she has removed herself at many levels, 
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thanks to her education,  from the society in which she, through circumstance, 
lives.   …         
    
She must accept that she will hardly ever be truly accepted as “one of us”. 
 (Suzie) 

 

In facing the ensuing realities, graduates then resigned themselves to that state of 
separation - 
 

She must, through her own strength of self, and a sense of humour, learn to 
live with that. (Suzie) 

 

and be prepared for the consequences of possible professional constraint and social 

separation or isolation - 

 
Marrying at thirty three and moving into this rural environment, I felt very 
different from my peers and didn’t feel I fitted all that well.  (Robyn) 

 
Unless the graduate has occasionally some outlet, such as a like-minded 
partner in life or friends of similar education, to share her thoughts and 
conversation, she will face a somewhat lonely life. (Suzie) 
 
I guess I was lucky in having a supportive husband and in being able to find 
lots of friends through teaching, and [my husband’s professional contacts], so 
I didn’t ever feel challenged to query in any hugely fundamental way my 
approach to life. I enjoyed the mix although it wasn’t all plain sailing. (Peg)
  
  

However, progress towards improved acceptance and integration was being achieved 

through enhanced understanding -  

 
In recent years the attitude towards further education, especially in more 
remote areas, is becoming more positive, and I no longer feel the need to keep 
my studies to myself as I did when I first began as an external student some 32 
years ago. (Maree) 
 

The following section considers the obstacles, at a professional level, which impeded 

the graduates’ professional growth, and the effect of such barriers on their acceptance 

as professionals engaging in professional occupation - 
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Obstacles to Professional Acceptance 

The core concept that emerged from this section had two facets. Under the title of 

‘constraints’, the discourse of the graduates addressed the limits placed on their 

professional expertise, together with the associated effects of these impositions upon 

their professional outlook. 

 

Constraints  

Obstacles to integration at the professional level had the initial effect of setting the 

graduate women apart from their peers. This situation could be accepted by the 

graduate woman or redressed to some extent by the community’s inclination and her 

subsequent efforts to respond, adapt and initiate concession - 

 
Women have to prove themselves more in a rural environment than they do in 
a city environment, particularly on a professional level. (Georgina) 

 

There were certain circumstances where limited acceptance of women graduates was 

evident at a professional level. For the participants, claims to a level of ability 

translated as threats to the established professionals’ status which had to be 

safeguarded. One instance made a comparison between men and women of equal 

professional qualifications - 

 
To be accepted, a professional woman first needs this appraisal, a “look-
over”, whereas a similar man is more or less accepted at face value. (Barbara) 

 

It appeared that graduate women were subject to conditional acceptance, and were 

only granted equality of status after a probationary period of performance - 

 
Only last week I had a local accountant offer me some part time work. Now, 
interestingly enough, I had given this accountant my CV on my arrival and 
had never heard anything from him. So the question is whether I have done 
some sort of apprenticeship here and am doing the show secretarial work 
successfully or does my teaching at TAFE mean that I am capable of doing his 
work – an enigma! (Alara) 

 

Or upon the provision of additional substantiation of claim to that status - 
 

With females especially in agriculture you almost need that extra proof to gain 
equal standing, especially in the initial stages of your working relationship 
with these types of people.  (Jane) 
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Professional women whose position entailed constant moving to new areas 

experienced additional difficulties in that the probationary period became a repetitive 

process - 

 
Personally once I get to know most of the people at work they accept me as 
anyone else …I’m travelling around a lot with my job and having to go 
through this process every three months. (Jane) 

 

An additional requirement for graduate women’s acceptance in their professional 

roles was proven experience beyond that required for male graduates - 

 
A woman graduate needs far more experience (than a similar man) to be of 
same standing, (inferring [implying that] there is a ‘given’ acceptance of a 
graduate man, whereas a woman must prove) … “Experience” is necessary to 
be taken seriously as a professional woman – being older is an advantage = 
“worldliness”.  (Barbara) 
 

Even when ability was obvious by demonstration, there remained some obscure 

gender  bias against women, by both sexes, which restricted acceptance. The prejudice 

was overtly expressed – 

 
When graduate women apply for positions and have supporting credentials, 
they will be asked “and what’s your training?” – less so for men, they are 
more readily accepted at face value. (Barbara) 

 

Or covertly enforced by superiors, in this case a woman - 
 

Having a science degree enabled me to pursue an interesting, satisfying career 
in the scientific and related fields where my mind was constantly stimulated 
and challenged. I always worked with men but only experienced inequality 
while working  at […] for a few years when I reported to a female boss. She 
favoured the men. (Natalie) 

 

Amongst their peers, graduate rural women had to fend for themselves - 
 

During and after my degree I worked as an Assistant Environmental Officer in 
a […] coal mine. …[In my next position], I was one of few females in the 
section of about 20 people, and was one of the only ones with a degree – some 
interesting dynamics to say the least (I thought I had been broken in by the 
completely male dominated coal mining industry). (Trudy) 
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In the case of young graduate women, their workplaces might set and expect the 

achievement of unrealistic goals or have the opinion that there is no point in setting 

any objectives for them at all - 

 
There has been some criticism and living up to the expectations, or lack of 
them, from others, as a result of being a young, female graduate. (Trudy) 

 

Particularly for young women graduates without a rural background, there was an 

additional obstacle to overcome, when their profession involved working with rural 

issues - 

 
If the woman graduate is straight out of university, she presents an idealistic 
and not a realistic impression to farmers who are “concrete”, visual learners.
 (Barbara) 

 
At times, having a university degree without a rural background, was a 
hindrance. Older men and women would look down upon me and were at 
times fearful that a “know all uni graduate” would be telling them how to run 
their properties. (Georgina) 
 

Professional credentials might be recognised as an indication of ability - 

 
[A degree] gives you some credibility amongst the community, as university 
degrees in smaller communities are still scarce. So if you’ve got one, people 
tend to take note of what you’ve got to say or suggest. It gives you a ‘piece of 
paper’ to support what you already know. (Jane) 

 
However, one eventuality might be to set up in one’s own professional practice - 

 
[My town] could have no vet if I wasn’t here – others have tried and failed 
before me. (Jenny) 

 

When the professional enterprise involved equally qualified men and women, the 

community assumed that a superior (male)/inferior (female) hierarchy existed - 

 
In assisting my husband with Landcare surveys, I found a very definite, 
positive attitude towards me and was treated by the landholders as intelligent 
and equal with my husband professionally. Also, local groups invited me to 
speak to them at their meetings on topics which were of interest to the 
community. The only negative attitudes was a persistent refusal to 
acknowledge that both I and my husband were in fact graduates. (Jo) 
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Professional expertise was respected, but from a cautious distance, and any rapport so 

generated was restricted to that professional area of interrelation - 

 
If I were actually practising law or teaching in this area…I would have an 
acceptance on that basis but within that limitation.  It would be professional, 
not social acknowledgment. (Suzie) 

 
When a group of men talk together in a professional situation (such as farmers 
and the development officer), the conversation may be both professional and 
personal – a comfortable mix of topics. In the same group situation with a 
woman development officer, the conversation is strictly limited to the 
professional topic at hand. Men do not have personal or mixed conversations 
with professional women. (Barbara) 
 

This initial attitude of rural men to graduate women was seen to undergo change in 

some circumstances. One example involved  third-party acceptance - 

 
However, if the situation is one-to-one, farmer to woman officer, as when soil 
testing or carrying out other professional duties, the older woman graduate is 
put into the situation, by the farmer, of being regarded as a counsellor. He will 
frequently pour out his heart about his problems – and more so, if he has 
confidence in her from prior knowledge third-party acceptance. (Barbara)  

 

 Further, the attitude of professional men to professional women also changed when it 

was revealed that the women were, in fact, graduates as they were - but in a different 

field of expertise where hierarchy was not an issue - then the women were viewed as 

one of them. Initially, however, the wariness was at times apparent - 

 
On rare occasions … I suspect one’s qualifications make the other person a 
bit defensive - as though I too know how we could pass exams by studying at 
the last minute and forgetting it all the day after the exam! (Suzie) 

 
When the underlying threat to status was diminished, professional men were more at  

ease  - 

 
The importance of my qualifications is obvious when I am dealing with 
professionals such as accountants, veterinarians and medical practitioners. As 
soon as such a person learns of one’s ‘history’ there is a subtle change in 
attitude.  Gone is the patronising air or hint of superiority.  One is treated 
with more courtesy (!), and one’s questions and any discussion are accorded 
friendly attention.  In a nutshell one is treated as equal. (Suzie) 
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A little story of mixed company graduates being ‘at ease’ was related by Suzie, who 

contrasted this event with her statement that … None of the “locals” call in 

unannounced – it is not “done” - 
 
The graduate returns home from the local town to find three well-dressed young men 
sheltering from a storm in her machinery shed.  This is NOT a common occurrence!  
They turn out to be the newly arrived local priest of the town church and his visiting 
friends who had gone for a country walk. All three are graduates.  Our heroine invites 
them in for afternoon tea and a wonderful time is had by all - the topics range from 
the rain to archaeology, with asides on why milk should go in the cup 1st or 2nd, and 
the help they had all received from studying ancient languages. Typically the 
graduate and one of her guests find they have a dear friend in common - “and he’s got 
a doctorate now! “  “Heavens!  I remember playing cowboys and Indians with him 
when we were kids.” 
 
Our heroine’s day has been made by talking to others who are obviously quite 
comfortable with her qualifications and interests, and who share them. …  
This was a rare and charming event.  Our heroine will remember it with real 
pleasure. (Suzie) 

 

As in the above comment, not all situations were regarded with caution towards the 

graduate women. Where the other individual’s perception of challenge to status 

seemed to have been reduced, a more relaxed attitude prevailed to the point of virtual 

indifference towards the graduate women’s attainments, where the graduates tend to 

associate with people of similar background - 

 
Other people who surround me don’t seem to think or assess the fact that I 
have a degree much that I notice, but as my husband pointed out, I do seem to 
associate with ‘like-minded or educated’ people rather than non-qualified 
people. (Hazel) 

 

Or on a casual basis where no relationship, hence threat, existed - 

 
Now I think about it, most of the locals I got to know well had been educated 
in the nearest capital city, or at one of the local boarding schools, or had 
obtained university qualifications (though these were not common).  Here I am 
referring to both men and women. … For those I met as acquaintances or in 
passing, education was irrelevant. (Suzie) 

 

Again, where the university degree was not the issue, it became inconsequential in the 

face of other standards by which women were judged in the community. Respect was 

granted for proven ability in other selected areas, when these took priority over other 

general or academic criteria – 
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As a farmer, my degree has been, I believe, irrelevant wherever I lived.  Once I 
proved myself as a cattle producer, I was accorded a charming acceptance by 
others involved.  What I put in the sale ring and what I buy or produce from 
the paddock are the tests.  (Suzie) 

 
Where I am now living seems to value more the character of a person rather 
than what they have achieved and indeed, there are many people that I deal 
with that have no idea that I have a degree. It was not even a consideration for 
the job that I have held over the past 2 ½ years and one of my bosses only 
found out that I had it a few months ago – they were more concerned with my 
ability to do the job, be reliable and remain totally confidential. (Alara) 
 

In fact, having a neighbour with a university degree had some distinct advantages for 

the rural person and it did grant a measure of acceptance to the graduate woman in 

this instance - 

 
[When farming outside a town of approx. 6000 population], I think my 
qualifications had no impact on my life there, other than possibly to make me 
seem acceptable as a dinner guest to my neighbour (a well-known artist)!
 (Suzie) 

 

However, professional women have been known to achieve expedited acceptance in 

some circumstances - 

 
About ten years ago, a common joke among a lot of the local young (male) 
farmers in our district, was that if you were going to get married, you marry a 
school teacher or a nurse – someone who could get a job in town and support 
the farm with an income. With the demise in the wool industry and generally 
the poor performance of many rural enterprises, this was not bad advice. 
Coincidentally, many of the young men in our area did in fact marry a school 
teacher or a nurse. Many of the girls had also completed science degrees or 
business management courses.  (Cherie) 
 

On the other hand, there was a word of warning to graduate rural women - never 

marry the local doctor - 

 
A friend of mine was a cartographer and never got a  job. She was also 
married to a doctor and it was considered by the locals that she didn’t need 
one so missed out on the few she applied for ... not the case of these days of 
equal opportunity.  Most unsatisfactory for herself. … After her husband was 
killed in a car accident … she then went onto do a librarian’s degree and 
moved [away].  She has been working in a library ever since. (Anastasia) 
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The community assessment test also included graduate working wives of stay-at-

home husbands – 

 
 Certainly I found that my qualifications to teach were questioned because I 
started to teach when [my husband] stayed home to look after the children. 
(Peg) 

 

Thus, the distinction between professional and everyday life for graduate women was 

unclear, when, as in the following section, obstacles to social acceptance were 

explored. 

 
 
Obstacles to Social Acceptance 

The core concept emerging from this section covered a range of perceptions, which 

followed from the previous discussion where delays in professional acceptance 

imposed constraints on the graduate women. In everyday life, the response of the 

community reflected the different ways of thinking which created obstacles or barriers 

to the graduates’ social acceptance. The emergent core concept viewed that impact 

and import as a measure of social separation or isolation from fellow community 

members. 

 
Separation  

For rural people in general, particularly those who live in remote areas, the term 

‘isolation’ is generally taken to mean isolation in a physical sense. For graduate rural 

women in particular, physical isolation was coupled with social isolation to indicate a 

state of being separated from those with whom they would interact - 

 
In many ways I feel socially very isolated. (Suzie) 
 
[I]… try … not to worry about being “out of step” e.g. my interest in 
Aboriginal affairs is not very fashionable here. (Emilie) 

 

The background to social separation related to the traits resulting from the experience 

of a university education producing an altered approach to the interpretation of life 

situations - 

 
The rural women of my generation I met had led very different lives to myself. 
(Robyn) 
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People-wise, there is a sense of reserve that I am different and don’t fit in, 
suspicion of “rural” conservatism. (Emilie) 

 

The feeling of being different can lead to graduate women outwardly concealing their 

academic aspirations – 

 
I have always been interested in learning and research, but in the time and 
place where I grew up and where I have spent most of my life I have always 
been the only person with these interests so I have usually kept them to myself.  
(Maree) 
 
When I meet new people, I never mention my qualifications unless asked. 
Hopefully by that stage, my academic background won’t make a negative 
impact on this interrelation. (Georgina) 

 

Because graduate women were in the minority, the mental processes they applied to 

interpreting life situations were not necessarily understood by the majority - 

 
A university educated person is still in the minority. [A] hindrance to social 
integration … may not just be because of the degree but simply their 
heightened level of intelligence making them feel isolated because they are 
thinking on a different level to the majority and [are] not being fully 
understood and thus dismissed by the ‘normal people’. (Jane) 
 

The thinking on a different level to the majority also involved the setting of different 

priorities in dealing with life situations by using an experiential and educational 

background of a wider scope - 

  
My qualifications, in the last 10 years, have generally led me to feel I’m from 
a different world, with different ideas of what is important. (Suzie) 

 

This impression stemmed from the expectations of rural women whose occupation 

with domestic and farm activities tended to provide a satisfying life within that 

domain - 

 
Country women are more content in and around the home or joining women’s 
groups.  (Natalie) 
 
My generation of rural women seemed to generally have married well before 
they were twenty-five and had expectations of being home makers only. 
 (Robyn) 
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An earlier generation’s attitude to women who did not marry - who perhaps chose the 

alternative of an academic career - placed a social stigma on them, even when they 

proved they could support themselves throughout life -  

 
If I was ‘unfortunate enough’ not to marry, my teaching qualification would be 
an insurance against the usual fate of spinsters of the day: that they would 
become carers of the elderly and at everyone’s beck and call in their useful 
years and a burden on the relations in old age. (Margaret) 

 

Beyond fulfilling their commitment to their immediate roles in the home and family, 

the country women’s awareness of potential in other situations was reduced -  

 
Those who have never left the town seem to know little of making the most of 
every opportunity. (Alara) 

 

And extended to possessing only a superficial understanding of the demands of 

professional occupation - 

 
Many had no experience in the paid work force, and if they did, it involved 
little responsibility or experience beyond the rural scene. (Robyn) 
 

Further, the ability of graduate women to establish common ground, at a social level, 

was seen to be further impaired when they were in the workforce -  

 
Graduate women who work are never really accepted by other women in the 
community, as there is no common ground. Professional woman v. non-
professional cannot easily “handle” the situation when they meet socially at 
night. (Barbara) 

 

This might be because the daylight hours presented few opportunities for social 

communication, leaving the occasional social evenings lacking in mutually 

established substance - 

 
Non professionals get to know each other during day-time activities 
(telephone, tennis, babies, cooking, shows) even though contact may not be 
very frequent due to [physical] isolation. There are few cultural activities 
which could provide common ground. (Barbara) 
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In some instances the thinly-veiled expression of caution, as mentioned earlier by 

Suzie, was translated to the covert belief that graduate women posed a real threat to 

the personal status of rural men or women in the context of the rural community. The 

perceived threat originated as a general prejudice against knowledgeable women - 

 
Initial impressions are bias due to my sex. (Jane) 
 
Many … seem to feel threatened by someone with more education than the 
basic necessities. (Maree) 

 

Yet, a double standard appeared to exist: criticism on one hand, underpinned by an 

element of envy - 

 
From other women without a career background, there was envy and some 
rather direct put-down stereotyping of teachers in general. Perhaps people 
lump all teachers together as bossy know-alls and organisers with left political 
leanings. (Margaret) 
 
However, these same women who don’t hold degrees – some envy the 
independence, the $$ earning capacity and the stimulation afforded by a 
degree in a rural setting. (Jill) 
          

The community also had additional expectations, which extended to family situations, 

as in the case of the husband’s status - 

 
At first there was general disapproval of my going to work as though it was 
some kind of insult to my husband’s ability as breadwinner. (Margaret) 
 

And is reflected in the case of the would-be husband. The traditional pattern of 

inheritance could be reversed in favour of the daughter of the family when, in the 

following case, there were no sons. Even so the eldest graduate daughter was afforded 

only limited advantage from her bequeathed property, possibly due to another 

instance of traditional status being upheld - 

 
[My friend with whom I went to uni] has said to me several times about the 
difficulty of finding a man that is of a farming background and willing to move 
back to her family farm. As this has traditionally been done the other way 
around with the female moving. (Jane) 

 

This dilemma was recognised by another family who divided the land between the 

sons and gave the graduate daughter transportable assets - 
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Her brothers received half each of the land and she was left with her parents 
share portfolio and the rest of the estate. Leaving her in a position where she 
was bound by no ties and did in fact move from the district. (Jane) 

 

The effect of the graduates’ expertise on their relationship with other members of their 

family was also considered – 

 
There are traditionally strong influences on the rural family – the paternal line 
of inheritance, the role of the subservient son to be accommodating, the 
problem of the rebellious son, and the possibility of sons divorcing which 
leads to the daughter-in-law never really being included.  (Barbara) 
 

The family authority was seen to stand firm in resisting change to its established 

pattern, particularly where inheritance and divorce were major considerations. 

Graduate daughters-in-law were placed at a distance - 

 
Like many rural women that I know, marrying into an established family 
system is not easy and the system often fights to maintain its integrity by 
resisting daughter in law (DIL as I have seen women called in the [… 
newspaper]) involvement. (Clare) 
 
Her [the daughter-in-law’s] possible financial independence, as a graduate 
woman, is also a threat, as any investment in her (financial or otherwise) is at 
risk if she decides to leave and support herself. (Barbara) 

 

From the DIL’s point of view, the university degree could provide a degree of 

liberation from the system - 

 
In many ways ‘the degree’ has provided freedom to operate outside of 
entrenched family business patterns, offered external recognition at a time 
when there is much adjustment to change taking place and provided an 
outward focus when resolving conflict on the family property when the 
intergenerational power differential is too great. (Clare) 

 

Even in voluntary work within the community the unease, arising from a perceived 

challenge to personal status, was expressed in committee disquiet with resultant 

negative impact upon the organisation involved - 

 
My education has almost been detrimental in one of the organisations I have 
been secretary/treasurer of, as the perception has been that I think I know too 
much or some such thing.  So the [positive effect of my graduate status upon] 
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the local working community has been negligible as far as I am concerned. 
(Alara) 
 

The corollary to Alara’s comment, above, was best told in her own words as she 

described the disaffected committee member’s reinstatement of status - 

 
Interestingly enough, the one person that I had trouble with is now the 
treasurer (I completed my three year term and stood down extremely willingly) 
and one would think that there had never been a problem. On reflection, 
whereas I always thought she was a particularly confident and self-assured 
person maybe she wasn’t and was, in fact, threatened by my qualifications 
(god only knows how this could happen!) because the moment that she took 
‘control’ of the situation again, all is well. I think she would make an 
extremely good case study into human nature! (Alara) 

 

There might well be a further underlying reason for the existence of obstacles to the 

acceptance of women graduates in the rural community. Where the standard of men’s 

education was perceived to be deteriorating, their own status in the community might 

be threatened, with consequential effects upon women - 

 
The standard of education of the whole community makes an impact on how 
the community manages itself. I think it sometimes a worry that education of 
men in rural areas is losing focus (if it ever had one) and this in itself will 
impact on men’s expectations of women.  (Robyn) 

 

This last theme was developed quite co-incidentally by one of the participant’s 

references to a non-Australian culture, where a sense of separation had developed 

between the educated wife and the less-qualified husband - 

 
I was very impressed by the high level of education of many of the Filipino 
wives in the district. … Most were married to men who were a lot less 
educated and there were problems for many. It was sad to see that these 
women who were highly intelligent and highly educated had felt the need to 
leave their homeland.  
 
… I think the women’s greater level of education was for some another level of 
cultural difference from the husbands. I know that the marriages had some 
difficulties … The women had a very strong network in the Central West and 
had organised large gatherings in Dubbo for all their compatriots. They were 
not all highly educated but it seemed to be the norm and it certainly struck me 
that that offered another level of separation from their rural husbands. (Peg) 
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The moderation of imbalances in relationships between graduate rural women and the 

members of their communities are recognised in the following section. 

 

Progress Towards Acceptance and Integration 

The extremes of relationship between graduate rural women and their communities as 

stated earlier for this study, were acceptance and integration on the one hand, and 

constraint, separation and isolation on the other. The reality existed somewhere 

between, guided by a general desire for everyone to live in harmony - 

 
It is so important for a community to work together. (Alara) 

 

Progress towards this state of co-operative understanding was explored under the 

concept of ‘Integration’. 

 

 Integration  

In attempting to create a congenial environment for themselves and to overcome such  

obstacles to their acceptance as they may encounter, graduate women showed that 

they engaged in many activities for the benefit of their communities, both at a 

professional level and in everyday life, as detailed earlier. In this way, progression 

towards acceptance and integration could be achieved by setting an example - 

 
Perhaps the value of my tertiary education in this rural community has not 
been by direct input but rather by example, which has helped in the watering 
down of previous prejudice and paradigms about women’s roles in the 
community. (Robyn) 
 
Where I was able to make my education work for me [in gaining community 
acceptance] was in working to establish the local landcare group, where I 
took on the role of writing applications for funding.  The successes in funding 
actually increased my sense of belonging to the community!!!  - such is the life 
of an outsider!! … As a general reflection, I crave to feel a sense of belonging 
and feel accepted and yet I place a high value on freedom and independence. 
(Clare) 
 

And by providing  positive role models for other women in the community - 

  
Having a degree often provides many positive role models of other women 
operating with independence which is particularly influential if one considers 
the rural cultural gender roles for men and women. (Clare) 
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Progress was also seen to be made by listening to, and learning from, ‘the other side’ 

(even when the views of that other side may be difficult to accommodate) - 

 
For me, there was the importance of considering the points of view of rural 
people and being able to discuss issues reasonably intelligently, even with the 
occasionally rather narrow-minded and biased rural dweller. (Jo) 

 

Progress was also possible by assisting the community in an understanding of change 

in their environment - 

 
[My education] … gets your mind tuned in to the ways that these people think 
and on ‘how the system operates’.  I found this a very useful attribute when 
dealing with the older folk, and the more closed off members in the community 
who were less likely to understand the changing ways of the world. (Cherie) 

 

It is the summation of all their characteristics, including the above and the reference 
following, which added to the depiction of non-graduate people and reinforced their 
position, from a different viewpoint, as being equally valuable in forging integration - 
 

It made me appreciate the different points of view to be found in rural people 
and that they could not be lumped together as ignorant “bushies”. In fact the 
opposite was the case. (Jo) 
      
I like to think that my attitudes are not conservative and that I come from a 
perspective of social justice and change.  I try to understand the history of the 
land and all that has preceded us in terms of Aboriginal people as original 
owners and the responsibility for caring for the land.   (Clare) 

 

Similarly, a professional situation provided the opportunity for learning from the 

community and for progress beyond anything that a degree alone could offer -  

 
Here [in the rural community] was a whole new culture that I had never been 
exposed to before. My learning days had just begun. Yet a lot of what I learnt, 
and what I did each day, was based on what I learnt on the job.  (Georgina) 
 
[I] started part-time work [on] Labour Market Programs for long term 
unemployed. Those young men taught me more about life, empathy and caring 
than I can say. I only wish I could have given them as much as they gave me. 
(Beth) 
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Once the community’s confidence in graduate women was established - perhaps 

meaning that any perceived threat to status was reduced or removed - further progress 

was made - 

 
It was a matter of convincing people that I was here to facilitate a process, 
listen and not tell them what to do. Through this approach, a rapport slowly 
developed. (Georgina) 
 

Progress did not come without some detraction being experienced by the graduate 

women, with those incidents being relegated to their proper place in the move towards 

acceptance and integration - 

 
Of course there are always the sour grapes people. As I have become older, I 
have learned to be more philosophical about the fact that wherever there are 
people, there will  be those who encourage and those who put down. 
(Margaret) 

 
A few negative experiences don’t at all affect how worthwhile my effort in 
obtaining a degree was. (Trudy) 
 
How we (or rather, some of us) allow our self-esteem to be governed by the 
thoughts of those around us – pretty ridiculous in many ways and probably a 
reflection of one’s insecurity! (Alara) 
 

 Progression, in spite of obstacles, was seen in positive terms by graduate women as 

being achievable and even essential, firstly for their own benefit and hence for the 

common good - 

 
Maybe my degree has taught me that I can persevere and achieve something 
and maybe this is something that eventually I can bring to my local town. 
(Alara) 
 
If a job needs doing and you can do it then make it happen. An educated 
person should make it happen so much better! (Robyn) 
 
I hope that in time I will be able to make more of a contribution to the local 
area as I see the town of [ …] as being so very vital to the community and 
want things to happen. (Alara) 
 
I believe my greatest contribution to the community in which I live is because 
of my training and experience generally, not because of my teacher training 
directly.  (Robyn) 
 

189 



 

Communication is a critical factor in the bush, and the ability to have access 
to information is imperative in opening the lines of interaction between the 
establishment of peoples’ needs and the service provision. I would like to think 
that my training in the health field has enabled me to be an integral part of 
that network, between our community and the health service providers. 
(Cherie) 
 

From the community side of acceptance and integration, the graduates commented 

upon instances of individual approval, where the term educated woman appeared to 

embody unspoken but understood characteristics - 

 
I have had one friend say to me “you’d understand – you’re an educated 
woman”. So maybe it is a subtle change in people’s attitude to you. (Hazel) 
 

The community also exhibited positive attitudes towards acceptance of graduate 

women acting in a public capacity - providing that that authority bestowed by the 

community did not extend to domination by the graduates - 

 
There are those in the community who do value what I and other graduates 
have done  … Graduates are especially appreciated if they become involved in 
community activities and do not try to be elitist. (Margaret) 

 

Thus, appreciation of graduate women’s work in the community was frequently 

demonstrated by their election to community committees - 

 
I do feel that communities do appreciate graduate rural women. They are 
often involved with local community groups, particularly on the committees, 
and especially as the role of secretary. (Georgina) 

 

Providing that the graduates’ manner was not too intrusive - 

 
If you are a little motivated or have a higher education, you are expected to be 
on at least a couple of community committees. A university background is 
“social capital” in the community but a woman must be subtle in using her 
leadership skills – be low key. (Barbara) 

 

Suzie recounted in her own words a story that told of the social division that existed 

between the ‘two sides’ and the genuine desire of both to adjust - 

 
When I moved to a relatively remote rural area, … I found a big difference.  
For me there has been a considerable negative impact. 
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I have very little in common with most of the local women where I now live. 
We have warm and satisfying chats when we meet at the Post Office. But that 
is as far as it goes. And it has taken some years of careful conversation to get 
that far. … The main reason, I believe, is my education. It can be summed up 
in one incident.  
 
My husband and I were asked to afternoon tea by a couple born and living in 
the area all their lives. When I accepted with pleasure, the wife said seriously, 
‘Oh, I wasn’t sure if you’d want to come because you’re both so much better 
educated than us.’   
 
Both had attended a ‘bush’ school, he then going to work on local properties, 
she as a maid. I have discovered that many of the people born in the area did 
not attend school beyond about 6th class (as it was). It was too difficult to 
travel to a high school daily.  (Suzie) 

 
A difference between attitudes of the older and younger generations of the community 

was also noted as a change over time, from both the graduate and community points 

of view – 

 
 Part of my change in attitudes came simply from growing older, having 

children and from changing attitudes in society. (Margaret) 
 
People, especially younger people, don’t feel as threatened by someone with a 
tertiary education as once was the case. This has to be a good thing … a very 
positive change. (Maree) 
 
It is wonderful for me to see that these days there are many young educated 
women moving into the community who are focused on Agriculture and who 
are working in it in either farming partnerships or in other fields of expertise. 
The opportunities for women in agriculture and support professions and 
services are today enormous and any educated women willing to have input 
will be welcomed with open arms. (Robyn) 

 

An example from the teaching profession traced the transition of community attitude 

to a working mother - 

 
At that time it was not expected that a woman, once marrying, would continue 
working and I did not query the accepted conditions and values of the day that 
a ‘woman’s place was in the home’ and that I would have to resign from the 
permanent staff if I married. I had always hoped to marry and have children. 
…        
Teaching was not regarded as a socially acceptable career in the same way as 
medicine or one of the other professions. … It became more acceptable for 
women to return to work after their children were at school but not before.  
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… 
However, as time went on and I kept mixing the farmer’s wife life with that of 
teaching and counselling, while still doing my bit in the community, and more 
and more women began returning to work, this attitude disappeared except 
from a very few. (Margaret)        

 

How long does it take for acceptance and integration to occur? Robyn felt that she had 

made progress - 

 
Almost thirty years on, although I am beginning to feel a small sense of 
belonging, for whatever reason, I do feel I have earned the respect of the 
community in general. (Robyn)       
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CHAPTER 9 – DISCUSSION 
 

Introduction 

Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 respectively documented the participants’ impressions of the 

rural environment, their perceptions of becoming and being graduate women and 

finally their perceptions of working and living in the context of their rural 

environment. This research was, of course, presented from the individual women’s 

viewpoints as relevant to the research question and issues raised. In the presentation 

of data it was important to emphasise the diversity of the women’s viewpoints, as well 

as the commonalities expressed in the concepts used to achieve thematic coherence. 

The emphasis was also on what the women said about their own experiences, with 

their voices to be heard and understood within the larger contexts of their interwoven 

rural and graduate environments. Each discussion section following acknowledges the 

correlation of these individual diversities and thematic commonalities with the 

literature to present an holistic appreciation of what it means to be graduate rural 

women. 

 

 The discussion is intended to draw attention to the ways in which my own 

data, where consistent with claims or findings in the literature, can expand, elaborate 

upon or enrich those findings through the particularities of the graduate rural women’s 

experiences. Another purpose of the discussion is to highlight major new insights 

made possible by my study – for example, the disjuncture between the personal 

benefits of higher education for graduate rural women and the constraints they felt as 

educated women in rural communities; and an understanding of rural isolation, not 

just as remoteness in a geographical sense, but remoteness from the values and 

traditions of rural communities in which these women were making their way, 

cautiously and courageously, in order to become genuinely contributing and accepted 

members of those communities. 

 
Being Rural 

The women’s perspectives as presented in my study have taken the definition of rural 

beyond the geographical (Val, Denise, Wendy, Beth, Laura), to confirm and extend 

the dictionary’s naturalistic, rustic descriptions and to reveal the effects of Mann’s 

(1973) three major influences: cultural, social and environmental, upon the 
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participants’ perceptions: “Rural means that you have an affinity with the seasons” 

(Barbara), and involvement in regional activities, such as being on rural committees 

(Barbara, Alara, Jenny). Nalson’s (1977) comment about rural society, in which there 

may be a ‘generational attachment to a particular area of land’, was confirmed by a 

number of the participants whose families settled the area over generations: “Both 

sides of my family have now been on the land … for five generations” (Jenny). Yet, 

the urban-rural relationship, which Jenny described as “blurred”, acknowledged that 

there were ‘cross-boundary associations’, a viewpoint which was further supported by 

Poiner (1994), Franklin, Short and Teather (1994), Poole, Langan-Fox and Omodei 

(1991) and Wild (1978), but was countered by Alston (2000a), Dempsey (1990) and 

Poiner (1990) who saw only a marginal overlap of interests. There was doubt in the 

minds of the participants that people born to city life really had any appreciation of 

the experience of living in the bush (Cherie, Barbara, Clare, Brenda, Trudy). If the 

rural environment were taken to be a function of ‘urbanisation’ as defined by Mullins 

(1990), the implications for rural women could include the adaptation of erstwhile 

family pastoral pursuits to agribusiness enterprises of the present day (Alston, 1995a; 

Anderson, 1997; Giddens, 1990) or at least involve the use of technical skills in 

enterprise improvement. There was a conviction expressed by the participants that 

women, and they were speaking from their own points of view about graduate 

women, should be in farm management where their skills could be better utilised than 

in labouring activities (Val, Jill, Robyn). One participant’s experience indicates that if 

management and change can not be conducted in a productive manner, the result can 

be as Clare described when she and her family had to leave their property to the Bank 

keeping only their personal possessions. At the individual level, Emily explained her 

desire to manage progress and change: “I am searching for a position as a modern 

rural woman, on-line, involved in social justice and community development”.  

 

While the literature emphasised the distinction between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ in 

terms of geographical separation and population density, the graduate women in my 

study considered it in some sense a state of mind, according to the influence of 

previous experiences and maturity: “For me, rural is almost a spiritual state, and I 

believe that true rural people have it in their blood” (Alara). The transition from urban 

to rural life had the potential for emotional trauma, particularly when linked to other 
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possible changes occurring at the same time in the women’s lives. From the 

participants’ viewpoints the distinction between urban and rural could be stark, not 

just by way of observation, but in the emotional terms of human crisis: “I … cried 

buckets of tears when I went to this dusty, dry little town…” (Anastasia). The return 

of country women to their rural environment after urban absence could be seen as a 

joy and a homecoming (Alara). Although the literature seemed to imply that a real 

division could exist between urban and rural (Alston, 1995a; Dempsey, 1999 and 

Poiner, 1990), there was evidence from the women speaking that rural towns or small 

cities performed a complementary function in support of their country counterparts by 

providing access to services and a means of social contact and support (Suzie).  

‘Rural’ was interpreted by graduate rural women as a way of life, to reveal a deep 

appreciation of its benefits (despite some of its disadvantages) in circumstances which 

could transcend traditional geographical boundaries: “… a very happy but challenging 

way of life … I live in a great region, between the urban problems and the “far out” 

outback stresses. I am very aware of the good things in rural living, but also can see 

the down sides which impact upon others” (Rose). 

 

From the points of view of graduate rural women an understanding of the term 

‘rural’ could and did include geographical references which extended the general 

media descriptions of ‘rural’, ‘regional’ and ‘remote’, to areas which included 

particular characteristics of remoteness and isolation. Where there were dirt roads - “a 

good indication of rural” (Georgina) -  provision of and access to activities and 

services and occupations were more likely to be scarce, certainly beyond daily reach 

(Margaret). According to Cheryl, those who could best be termed rural were the 

people on remote and truly isolated properties.  

 

The participants’ depictions of rural women were not confined to pragmatic 

characterisations. Of far greater significance, in their eyes, was the interpretation 

given to the term ‘rural’, when considered as a personal expression of graduate 

women’s lives in that context. Affirmations of personal inner strength and 

resourcefulness, of being able to “live in my head” (Emilie), were interwoven with the 

appreciation of  “… isolation and sanctuary, a sense of peace, belonging and yet a 

devalued experience” (Clare). There was the pain of adversity to deal with, if too real 

195 



 

for confrontation, then by sequestration for peace of mind: “I have found it useful to 

understand the different forces in my head, my heart is too sensitive, intellectualising 

the experience is survival” said Clare. To add to the special demands placed upon 

people living in the bush, the fabric of the rural environment was seen to consist of 

attitudes and protocols evidencing manners, customs and responsibilities: “You have a 

much stronger obligation within your society to look after one another” (Barbara). 

Courtesies and consideration for near and distant neighbours with whom the 

community was shared and where there could be no anonymity for less than worthy 

actions (Barbara) were important. The further one was removed from populous areas, 

the more transparent life became, the more visible were the effects of actions: “people 

born in the country … know everyone and everyone’s business” (Natalie), and the 

more exposed to summary judgment by their peers were the people who would flout 

convention: “There are themes here, about what happens when there is a fall from 

grace” (Clare). Cause and effect were closely matched (and watched) and personal 

resolve and endeavour - or lack of it in the case of laziness “seen as being a very poor 

human quality” (Barbara) - brought success or failure for all to see. “That total lack of 

anonymity takes a bit of surviving” (Clare). That same transparency featuring  

responsibility for one’s own actions and consideration for others, described in this 

study, was shown in the literature (Encel and Campbell, 1991; Dixon, 1977; Dunn, 

1999; Paterson, 2000; Poiner, 1994) to be associated in part with the perpetuation of 

entrenched customs and protocols of the bush – even to the regulation size of cake 

slices (Suzie) - in the face of modern developments. 

 

The younger participants in this research referred to their recent experiences, 

but also related to and compared the sentiments of the people who were their parents 

and (great)-grandparents in these earlier times. Jane acknowledged that: “The tradition 

of the boys splitting up the farm … seemed to die with my parents generation … My 

brother and I realise there is not enough family land to support any family”. It could 

be that the particular circumstances of rural life experienced early in life when 

families holidayed on farms (Emilie), may scarcely continue as Jenny reflects that city 

people do not now seem to have this same strength of rural association from 

impressions gained early in life. Emilie said: “Rural means childhood memories” 

which influenced attitudes long after the situation had changed, so that being rural had 
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a sense of timelessness. According to Bryson (1994), events occurring long ago 

remain persuasive even today and are reflected in the actions of individuals and 

communities. Jane appreciated her heritage: “Our family has a long history in the area 

– dating back to when it was first pastorally settled, ‘1840 something’”. Impressions 

reached deep into childhood memories, to a lifelong commitment to being a rural 

person, even when living in cities and in other countries (Alara) and to being deeply 

aware of nature and the natural forces regulating existence. Barbara explained the 

appreciation of solitude and the acceptance of isolation as a state of mind: “[We] have 

an affinity with the seasons … [and are] in touch with the natural cycles of birth and 

death because we are surrounded by it constantly”. Another perception of the reality 

of rural life was described by Clare: “The experience of the bush is such a mixed bag 

– entrenched ideas and families and attitudes; there is the sharing and the critical; the 

use of power and influence; there is shame and depression and anger.” In these recent 

years, the concern of rural entities to survive and achieve sustainable communities, as 

described by Anderson (1997), Barratt (1997), Scott (1997) and others, has shaped 

rural communities and influenced the articulations of the participants in this research.  

 

Probably as a legacy from pioneering times, the role and influence of women 

in rural life has been little acknowledged in the past, although undeniably evidenced 

in the vast rural expansion achieved through the application of considerable personal 

effort. Through this period of their evolution to the present day rural women appeared 

as composite and complex people of varied background, managing a demanding 

existence with an uncertain future. In many instances they were born to traditional 

rural attitudes, and therefore had to conform to these inherent customs – or break new 

ground and accept the consequences: “My mother actually never fitted into my 

father’s rural family as she is very independent of mind and she wouldn’t quietly fade 

into the shadows like other females in the family … especially when it came to the 

livestock on the property and the breeding management” (Jane). “…[My uncle] 

dismisses advice from a female agronomist … I can say to my uncle/dad what I think 

and why, when it comes to rural/farm problems … and they won’t easily dismiss my 

opinion”. The opportunity for the education of some women, such as Margaret’s two 

sisters in-law who wanted to be nurses, may have been denied them as in this case 

helping at home took precedence, whereas Emilie’s non-graduate farming parents 
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“took it for granted that I would graduate, as did my five brothers and sisters”. The 

women in this study might be better educated than those who were the decision 

makers in their area of expertise but had to either defer to maintain harmony, 

particularly in a male-dominated context, or struggle to achieve the dignity they 

deserved - or never achieved - as in the case of Anastasia’s observation that a job for a 

graduate woman married to a doctor was considered unnecessary.  

 

In a world where the forces of tradition and change in a male-dominated 

society were both evident from pioneering times, male priorities were sometimes 

applied to everyday situations, the results of which might be satisfactory in the short 

term and for solving the current dilemma, but detrimental over time. The end result of 

this summary practice might indicate otherwise – short term gain at the expense of 

long-term sustainability, as explained by Margaret: “I was influential in forcing 

family meetings to try to plan for some possible independent future. This was not 

without a lot of pain and it took many years to achieve”. The women’s education as 

graduates in specialist areas might enhance a vision for the future which was not 

embraced; they might have husbands and families to care for and rear, following 

traditional expectations: “I’m still coming to terms with night-feeding [my new baby], 

shearing and having four children” (Cherie), but to survive they might also have to 

work not only in the field: “the extra sheep dog” (Hazel), but also in the town as Clare 

explains: “Most women I know are stretched to the limit, university educated or not. I 

see women shouldering the responsibility of paid employment and the responsibility 

of families … simply being driven by the need to survive!” Peg noted that some rural 

women “circumscribed their position and responsibilities by not learning to do some 

jobs, for example milking cows” because they felt the more they did the more they 

would be expected to do. Frances was able to use her professional skills part time to 

earn a substantial income off-farm. An associated issue affecting, perhaps increasing, 

the foregoing responsibilities of rural women and the demands placed upon them 

concerned the situation of rural women marrying. The women might have come from 

somewhere else, “from away” (Suzie), and therefore had to gain acceptance: “Almost 

thirty years on I am beginning to feel a small sense of belonging” (Robyn). Where a 

single woman chose to remain on the family farm, as Jane’s friend did,  the difficulty 

of attracting a man of farming background to settle with her on her property was 
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evident. It appeared that rural women might have to move to marry (Cherie, Val, 

Beth, Jenny, Gloria, Hazel) and suffer that change or stay unmarried and suffer the 

status quo, perhaps to be “at everyone’s beck and call in their useful years and a 

burden on the relations in old age” (Margaret). 

 

The difficulties encountered in being rural women were described as facts of 

life to be accepted or challenged, and addressed in part with the benefit  of educated, 

applied ability: “I have been able to adapt to all sorts of situations” (Clare); “I feel 

equipped to deal with new information, concepts and ideas” (Trudy); “I need to have 

the versatility to be able to have a go at most things” (Alara). Two important issues 

confronting rural women were education for their children and economic viability for 

their families. In each instance the participants felt that they were able to contribute 

considerable expertise to both the general and particular facets of their families’ lives 

(I could list almost the entire study group here). The issue of family and community 

health was a separate matter. While those who were nurses applied their skills in this 

way with great satisfaction as Clare recounted, it was the lack of sufficient medical 

and specialist practitioners, and access to them, which caused significant concern, as 

discussed later in this section.  

 

One prime concern for rural people, according to the literature, was the 

management of sustainable communities (ABARE, 1998; Drinan, 1997; Primary 

Industries and Energy, 1997) where the pressure of changes in the economy, in 

society itself and in the vicissitudes of climatic conditions, indicated that it might not 

be possible to continue management of rural enterprises according to established 

methods. The rural community responded to pressure and change in a number of ways 

(Alston, 1994; Luff, 1998) - by closing down, by merging to form larger entities more 

able to withstand problems (Mullins, 1990), by adopting alternate methods and by 

producing different commodities, a situation confirmed by some of the participants 

whose rural enterprises had diversified in some ways. At community level, civic 

leaders promoted alternative attractions to lure tourists to their area. One of the 

measures considered by those in authority, to combat the despair and address the 

problems facing contemporary rural society, was the implementation of education and 

training schemes, supported by government funding: “Perhaps as a society we should 
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encourage more adult learning – although there is a lot out there if you want to assess 

it” (Beth). Another was the formation of a National Action Plan, with the aims of such 

initiatives being to improve the ways in which resources are managed so that rural 

communities could become and remain sustainable (Anderson, 1997; Barratt, 1997). 

In this regard the role of rural women was being accorded more prominence in the 

literature by emphasising their opportunities for education and training, and by 

declaring that their involvement in resource management (Board, 1997) had never 

been more important than at the present time (Anderson, 1997; Barratt, 1997; Hill, 

1990).  

 

The opinions and beliefs held by the rural women of this study concerning 

issues of sustainability and resource management stemmed from their appraisal of 

matters which came within their province in the light of their own expertise. Maree’s 

comment: “The fact that I am a graduate has a wider application than just personal 

achievement” was supported by Margaret who added that a “ripple effect beyond 

measure” can result from people using their talents, and extended by Jill who felt 

there was also an opportunity “to question, to analyse and to challenge” when 

educated people have the ability to “move to the edge of their paradigm”. The 

participants’ opinions and beliefs, in knowing that they could “do a job and do it well” 

(Alara), were at times tempered by a lack of opportunity due to constraints placed 

upon them so that they could not respond to these matters in the way they would wish. 

In day to day life “…[the] chores that need to be done on the farm don’t ever really 

change. I guess that this is why so often our achievements get swept under the rug 

while we deal with the immediate” (Alara). In the professional rural environment 

“Women have to prove themselves more … than they do in a city environment” 

(Georgina).  

 

The women’s attitudes arising from co-existence in an ‘organised society’ 

(Mann, 1973), in which some measure of both conformity and dependency was 

required, gave concrete expression to this abstraction. Alara considered her own 

position: “How we allow … our self-esteem to be governed by the thoughts of those 

around us!”, while Margaret commented upon an earlier time when “accepted 

conditions and values” of the day were not questioned: “At that time it was not 
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expected that a woman, once marrying, would continue working”. Mann (1973) saw 

that  reactionary traits may also develop as non-conformists and independents voice 

their opposition to the norm of the society. In a moderate manner, some of the 

participants described their reaction to conformity - by escaping small-town routine 

for the excitement of city and university life as a young adult (Clare), and in later life 

by securing the freedom to “…operate outside of entrenched family business patterns” 

(Clare). Emilie, in championing ‘unfashionable’ causes in her community, held her 

position but gave the impression that she was not altogether content with the reaction 

from others as she commented: “I try … not to worry about being ‘out of step’”. In 

this way group opinions, beliefs and reactions to issues of conformity were either 

rejected or assumed dominance. Group reactions can present a powerful force as 

Trudy related. She was confronted with her non-graduate fellow-employees’ reactions 

to her, in subsequent employment, after she thought she had previously “been broken 

in by the completely male dominated coal mining industry” - a significant 

comparison. Conformity can be worn as a cloak to achieve desired ends: “I used to lie 

when meeting men for the first time and say I was an air hostess as this was a girl’s 

job held in high esteem” (Natalie); “… Where I have spent most of my life I have 

been the only person with these interests so have usually kept them to myself” 

(Maree). The person whose inner attitudes lay in one direction but whose behaviour 

appeared to the contrary was in a state of conflict, often endured to avert change or to 

gain a benefit (Mann, 1973). Jill’s conflict was formed by her observations of some 

non-graduate rural women who didn’t have to “grapple with the issue of to work or 

not to work off farm and the implications it has for children and the smooth running 

of the house/farm business”. On the other hand, benefit might come in the form of 

implementing change (Nadler, 1994; Pollock 1994). As described by Clare, progress 

towards change can conceal further conflict as she juggled the roles, in her own mind, 

of property owner’s wife and professional while adhering to her own convictions 

about the nature of her responsibilities, in the face of a “conservative” (Clare) 

community’s expectations. 

 

It could be reasoned that there were two significant types of issues in the 

articulations contributing to this discussion: those which were considered important 

by individual women (including those in my study) and those which were assumed to 
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be important by the collective voice (Secord, 1978), speaking either for or about rural 

women in the literature (Alston, 1995a; Dixon, 1977; Dunn, 1999; Encel and 

Campbell, 1991; Poiner, 1995). Since the issues in this study involved women, were 

they expressing ‘feminist issues’ according to generally accepted usage of the 

collective voice and could they be termed ‘feminist issues’ simply because they were 

voiced by and about women? I scanned the participants’ entire original 

correspondence with me to discover how prominent were the words ‘feminism’ and 

‘feminist’ in their articulations to obtain some indication of a link between life 

experience and literature. Their individual voices, being the foundation upon which 

this discourse was based, made no mention of either word and only one reference to 

an alternate descriptor ‘women’s lib’: “Women’s lib has not taken on” (Barbara). This 

led me to suppose that the issues concerning the women of this study were viewed by 

them from perspectives which were expressed in a different (but no less evocative) 

vein  to that of the literature on this aspect of women’s lives. The omission of the 

words ‘feminist’ and ‘feminism’, however, did not preclude the participants from 

expressing wide-ranging views about the influence of male culture expressed in 

professional and everyday society as described by recognised feminist writers such as 

Aburdene (1993), Alcoff and Potter (1993), Beasley (1999), Belenky et al. (1986), 

Delamont (2003), Encel and Campbell (1991), Franz and Stewart (1994), Harding 

(1987), Herz (1997), Kimmel and Crawford (1999), Reinharz (1992) and Stanley 

(1990). 

 

It could also be reasoned that those matters of importance to which the 

individual participants referred were privately nurtured and addressed issues which 

were of both general and gender orientations without being specifically identified as 

‘feminist issues’. The translation of issues from the private perceptions of the women 

in my study to the collective voice of the literature and to the public words of action 

groups within the feminist movement, might well result in the identification of 

commonly-held feminist convictions. Such a study would take this research beyond 

its scope and focus. However, in heightening awareness of matters of importance to 

women and initiating change for women, one would be mindful of reports such as that 

by Paterson (2000) who referred to the ‘headache-inducing’ influence of ‘the male 

culture’ persisting as one of the legacies of pioneering times in the rural environment 
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(Encel and Campbell,  1991; Dixon, 1977; Dunn, 1999; Paterson, 2000; Poiner, 1994; 

Wild, 1978). Yet the collective voice of feminism appeared to have had less than 

wholehearted acceptance from rural women, whose ‘power’ was seen to lie not in 

outward protestations of equality or supremacy, but in ‘private power’ exerted within 

the family economic capsule (Alston, 1995a; Hogan, 1994). On the other hand, the 

influence of male culture (Vozella, 2001) upon the situation of rural women appeared 

more profound, since I saw it as an imposed influence (of male orientation) rather 

than one, such as the feminist movement, whose principles could be accepted or 

rejected (by women) according to their individual, privately held persuasions. It was 

these personal experiences of the participants, in dealing with male culture and 

reflecting feminist concerns, that were prominent in this research rather than any 

publicly voiced alignment with the feminist movement. 

 
There were instances when the participants felt that they were disadvantaged 

by the multiple characteristics of being rural, women and graduate rural women. They 

spoke of employment being limited for degreed women, more so for those who lived 

out of town and for mothers caring for families away from assistance which could be 

available in rural towns (Barbara, Georgina, Anastasia). This situation was 

compounded by the more evident influence of the male culture. Barbara noted that, by 

comparison with similarly qualified men who are more readily accepted ‘at face 

value’, a professional woman must experience more intensive appraisal to gain 

recognition.  Jane described this situation in terms the equivalent of ‘extra proof for 

equal standing’. When it was the type of work rather than the level of qualification 

under scrutiny, Barbara explained that men’s work (such as physical labour on the 

farm) was always considered more worthy than anything women did. Jane added that 

she had spent “most of her life” proving one of her uncles wrong when he persisted in 

contending that “women could not run a farming property as well as a male”. Many 

women in my study did not feel disadvantaged, because they felt that their lives 

encompassed many activities which gave them and their families an enhanced quality 

of life (Alston, 1995a; Gauvin, 1987; Thomas and Tetrault, 1976). Professional 

employment, when obtained, was relished. Georgina expressed her satisfaction with 

being able to express her ability: “I really enjoy working in my profession”, as did 

Beth: “I am really enjoying using [my] skills”. There were added benefits and 
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pleasures in fulfilling professional (well-paid) goals, such as enjoying life “and those 

luxuries like time for hobbies and family that I really savour” according to Trudy. 

Despite other constraints including those within and beyond the professional scene, 

everyday experiences evoked appreciation of the lifestyle: “the best kind of lifestyle” 

(Frances); “I am happy to be here” (Cherie). 

 

Of even more significance was the “hidden power to influence” to which Jo 

referred and which was described as a ‘tremendous, unseen, unrecognisable force’ – 

the private power of rural women (Alston, 1995a; Grimshaw, 1986), involving not 

only their personal reproductive role, but also their perhaps unrecognized and 

exploited yet major contribution to the productive processes of the family enterprise 

(Hallam-McKenzie, 2000). In many instances the participants showed that it was their 

ability which kept the family enterprise viable. Clare always believed that her 

educational background and qualifications would see the family through troubled 

times, while Margaret’s professional ability helped provide a measure of financial 

independence for her family by contributing all her means towards her home, farm 

and  family’s benefit. 

 
Rural women were described by Vanstone (2002) as beginning to receive 

some recognition for their efforts. As Barratt (1997) stated, there was a need to 

‘recognise and support the role of women who are involved in agriculture and 

resource management’. Just what that involvement consisted of, was again quite 

variable in its definition - from performing small tasks, known as ‘just jobs’ by the 

Women’s Advisory Council (‘just come and hold this a minute ... just come and watch 

these sheep … just bring the ute over here’), to being the ‘glue that holds the family 

together as well as the business partners and creative strategists’ related by Brown 

(1998). According to the participants, the accumulation of the ‘just jobs’ to be 

attended to were overwhelming and undervalued and took priority over less visible 

but just as important matters such as health and professional advice. Barbara 

explained that “women tend to ‘save up’ health jobs … These sorts of [health] things 

are often neglected because trips to larger centres are of one day duration …often at 

the spur of the moment for women without any warning”. Rural women were 
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expected to accomplish these tasks almost automatically and frequently in conjunction 

with off-farm work and the management of other family affairs.  

 

Despite the affirmation of the role of rural women and the acknowledgment at 

conference and government levels of their contribution to the rural environment 

(Alston, 1995a; Collie, 1998), the references in the literature to women being treated 

as if they were invisible (Encel and Campbell, 1991; Dixon, 1977) appeared to be a 

continuing  facet of the lives of rural women in this research. Jo found that where she 

and her husband were equally qualified and working together, the community 

recognised his attainments and not hers. This attitude was diminishing as Robyn felt 

that there were many opportunities for educated women who would take up 

agricultural pursuits. In the literature above, the illustrations of ‘invisibility’ referred 

to the treatment of women and women’s activities by others. On a different level the 

evidence of their academic achievements tended to be shielded by the women 

themselves. Suzie sensed that other people became “defensive” when faced with her 

qualifications, which left her feeling that she was “from a different world”.  In more 

exact terms, Maree sensed that others were “threatened by someone with more 

education than the basic necessities” so she never mentioned her qualifications. There 

was another occasion when the possession of a degree was not made known to the 

employer, being deemed irrelevant: “It was not even a consideration for the job I have 

held for the past 2½ years” (Alara). Rural women’s own assessments of their expertise 

could also lead to devaluation of achievement, when the possession of a degree 

appeared irrelevant, useless and worthless in the light of economic, professional and 

social constraints (Val, Barbara) as in circumstances where women were described by 

Dixon (1977: 115) as coming from a state of virtual irrelevance and oblivion. Where 

male ‘benign neglect’ (Alston, 2002) of women’s capabilities, leading to actions by 

men to humiliate women in leadership roles, was seen to exist on an implied scale of 

men’s attitudes to women (Alston, 2002), there was only minimal reference in this 

study to such a situation. Certainly the element of humiliation did not arise in the data. 

However, there were aspects of community interaction with the participants, 

mentioned briefly above and discussed later in this chapter, which did involve both 

men and women’s response to the presence of graduate women.   
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 The combined effect of all the environmental influences to which rural women 

were exposed revealed a profile of graduate women’s ability to cope, as at times when  

“we simply could not make ends meet” (Margaret). On the days when spirits were low 

Alara had to keep reminding herself that she could make a contribution and that “to 

survive mentally” she needed to be able to adapt and cope with stress and isolation by 

using her inner resources and skills. Emilie added that she felt she could cope “even 

when life has not gone well” while Cherie emphasised that her problem solving skills 

“have had a great impact on how we run our lives out here”. In those circumstances, 

the ability to access information, organise, plan and make prudent decisions in 

managing change, to “consider things outside the square” (Georgina), was attributed 

to enhanced ability resulting from a university education (Jill). The need for this 

resourcefulness and demonstrable ability in changing times (Alston, 1994; Anderson, 

1997), was seen to be dependent upon making prudent decisions, as addressed in 

Shrapnel and Davie’s (2000) paper which, in part, focused on the rural person’s 

ability to cope. Specifically that paper found that survival in the rural context 

depended upon the capacity of landholders to manage stress – I would call this an 

index of ‘cope-ability’ distinct from capability – and then to have the capacity to act 

where isolation and other challenges characteristic of rural and remote life were 

evident. The paper described that attribute as a ‘pattern of thinking, feeling and 

behaving’ to produce a ‘coping mechanism’ demonstrated by people who were ‘self-

aware and confident and possessed a high measure of self-directedness’. In the words 

of my participants: “[I have] the capacity … to make decisions [which] gives 

capability in coping … now I can analyse my own development” (Val); “[Your 

training] allows you to isolate and focus on the problem at hand” (Cherie); “[Your 

training] gives you problem solving skills” (Jane); “I can see … reasons as to why 

things are the way they are … understanding makes me feel more empowered … just 

knowing ‘why’ is important” (Beth); “I have been able to adapt to all sorts of 

[changing] situations” (Clare); “I can cope” (Emily). 

 

Change, for rural women, was seen to be generated by processes of a nature 

different to those which gained recognition in urban situations (Anderson, 1997; 

Barratt 1997; Nadler, 1994; Pollock, 1994) so that information gathered from the 

participants acknowledged the various influences to which they were exposed. Not 
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only was change occurring around them, but their own perceptions of the value 

attached to ‘rural’ had changed in their own minds (Val, Clare, Margaret). Where 

change was occurring, convictions expressed about the past, present and future were 

interpreted with due regard for the processes of change which have helped shape the 

current situation – challenges, diversities, demands, risks and even holidaying 

relatives have influenced the ways, means and speed of change (Jo, Val, Jenny). 

Furthermore, beliefs or opinions stated after careful consideration, as in this study, 

became complex projections of each individual, revealing, to a receptive and 

enlightened listener, aspects of issues from a collective viewpoint, which might not be 

readily discernable in singular form. The sum and substance of that collective 

viewpoint is encapsulated in Val’s comment:  

 
Rural and remote areas place more demands on people and resources than the 
city. [In the country there is a] need to plan resources based on knowledge, to 
live methodically and think analytically – think ‘in-self’ and ‘ex-self’. There 
are levels of application of knowledge, when there is access to knowledge and 
confidence in the system base. (Val)  
 

Rural women and their families, from that collective viewpoint, remained 

worried about many aspects of rural life including medical help, roads, power failures, 

education, communications, drought and water resources, banks, economics, survival 

and what the future might hold (Cherie, Barbara and others). “Poor promotion of wool 

by the government is sending us broke” (Brenda); “government and big national and 

multinational corporations have abandoned us” (Barbara); “there is shame, depression 

and anger” (Clare). According to Gooday (1995), McGauchie (1997), Robinson 

(1997) and others, their concerns were acknowledged and included in the loss of 

health services, children’s education, financial viability, sustainability and 

employment (Benson, 1998; Robinson, 1997; Vanstone, 2002). In this study, the 

participants revealed that a great deal of their effort, particularly in areas of concern, 

was subject to the same prioritisation experienced in the accumulation of ‘just jobs’ 

(New South Wales Women’s Advisory Council, 1985), as a result of both the 

prevailing culture and the overall pressing need to survive: “You have to make even 

more allowances for achieving your activities of basic living” (Cherie); “[the] pantry 

cupboard is bare until the next trip to town is warranted” (Brenda); “ … then [you] go 

to the dentist, doctor, accountant, solicitor and those sort of professional people in the 
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one day” (Barbara). From the information available (Vanstone, 2002), rural women 

were seen to be at the lower end of the rural male/female scale in regard to health 

matters, post-school education and work-employment-income opportunities. 

Nevertheless from the comparisons drawn in that report between urban and country 

women concerning rates of marriage and divorce, rural women appeared to have a 

more stable family life that urban women: “I married my sweetheart” (Cherie); “I was 

blessed with an understanding and supportive husband” (Peg). In fact husbands 

played a part in almost all the participants’ correspondence. A number of government-

related conferences (ABARE, 1998; Australian National Training Authority, 1997; 

Department of Education Employment and Training, 1991; Department of Primary 

Industries and Energy, 1997; National Rural Women’s Forum, 1995) identified 

concerns for the future of rural women, such as ‘visibility’, including the 

acknowledgement of their contributions to the family enterprise and to the community 

(Anderson, 1997).  Recognition of rural women’s ability to understand and make 

decisions about strategic and long-term issues, together with their practically 

demonstrated expertise in their technological and management roles in achieving 

sustainable communities, if overlooked, could be at considerable cost to all concerned 

(Alston, 2002; Hallam-McKenzie, 2000). Rural women were not well-served by 

confusing and blurred statistics - as to who and where they were and what were their 

qualifications - which ensured that accuracy was absent, interpretation of those 

statistics was subjective and the usefulness which could be expected to be derived 

from these analytical exercises was deficient. Yet these are the tools used by 

government to assist in planning policies for the community. 

 

In the introduction to this chapter I referred to the presentation of an holistic 

appreciation of the research’s observations based upon the participants’ views of a 

variety of aspects and issues related to their situations. Graduate perceptions of 

‘rurality’ and rural women took the study beyond the individual items of data and 

references in the literature, by Alston and others, to show that being rural women, 

from their graduate viewpoints, included perceptions of irrelevance, suffering and 

coping, together with lived experiences of being at peace with oneself and in harmony 

with rural life. These were articulations describing more than either rurality or rural 
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women, and upon which perceptions of becoming and being graduate women in a 

rural context were based. 

 
Becoming Graduate Rural Women 

This study looked at the specific aspects of becoming and being graduate rural 

women, to explore how the participants came to and reflected upon their present 

situation and how the findings of this exploration could best be communicated for the 

benefit of the knowledge base. The development of young and adult women, from 

initiates to graduates, generated an almost tangible energy, which was expressed in 

their articulations through the growth of personal attributes during the university years 

and beyond. In this study, these qualities were abstracted as emergent core concepts, 

discussed below, defining the path and development, and the impact and import, of a 

university education for rural women across the span of their experiences. The first 

three emergent core concepts referred to the phase of becoming graduates, the second 

three to being graduates as the women in this study regarded themselves from an 

introspective viewpoint and the last three to being graduate rural women in the life of 

the community from a contextual viewpoint. Figure 9.1 illustrates the abstraction of 

the emergent core concepts from the becoming and being phases of the graduate rural 

women’s experiences. 

 

The foundation for graduate life - attendance at university, or the becoming phase - 

was described in this study through personal feelings, impressions and appreciation of 

the opportunities so afforded, fashioned by the participants’ views of rurality 

originating in the pre-university era of each participant’s life. The attainment of a 

university degree by women of rural background was acknowledged by Alston 

(1995a), Encel and Campbell (1991), Nalson (1977) and others, as being a foreseeable 

outcome for those whose tertiary education was assumed to be a natural progression 

from boarding school foundations (Jenny). What the literature did not reveal, was 

whether a professional career was the generally intended outcome of a university 

education, as it was for some such as Margaret, Jenny, Suzie and Peg, and 

alternatively what could be expected when students, either as young or mature age 

women, attended university as a result of their own resolve (Natalie, Trudy).  
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Some light was shed on the question, with Anderson (1990) contending that 

attendance at university produced a ‘dual socialisation’, with the university experience 

leading the student towards ‘a more critical and less self-centred perspective on 

society’ on one hand, while on the other hand the professional influence of studying at 

a higher level led to a “strongly self-interested position” (Anderson, 1990: 234). In the 

context of this study, it was possible to correlate the former with the everyday life 

experiences and beliefs of the participants concerning the mental discipline involved 

in a obtaining higher education: “Tertiary education trains the mind and I believe an 

educated mind is part of the whole person” (Robyn). Commencing with this training 

of ‘self’, the ‘less self-centred’ perspective was developed by Cherie as she explained 

the value of  "having a better understanding of the system as a whole”, with the 

comments of other participants extending the concept to include the indirect, ‘subtle’ 

(Beth, Hazel, Trudy, Cherie, Barbara) application of cognisance to daily life 

situations, meeting new challenges and broadening horizons. As Beth said, education 

“impacts on every part of your life”. On the other hand, the professional influence on 

students of a university education’s ‘dual socialisation’ (Anderson, 1990) was 

illustrated by Natalie explaining that her “[scientific] mind was constantly stimulated 

and challenged”, and  correspondingly summarised by Peg, saying that “[education] 

makes you totally thirsty to learn more” from her vantage point of having gained 

Diplomas, Bachelors and Masters degrees, with possibly more to come. Whether or 

not these connections could be traced back to the initial reasons for attending 

university was not clear, although Lee, Jolly, Kench and Gelonesi (2000) found that 

the type of secondary school attended had no bearing on first-year student satisfaction.  

 

During the time preceding an initial course of university study, which might 

come early: “[I was] too young” (Emilie) or later in life: “my youngest child was 16 

when I first enrolled” (Rose), decisions were made with a variety of issues requiring 

consideration. Family circumstances played a part in the decision-making process of 

becoming a graduate, the first period of the graduate experience: “we children were 

continually told that our education was our inheritance” (Anastasia). Tradition: 

“[going to university] always just seemed to be a given” (Trudy) and expectations: 

“my father insisted …” (Margaret), together with attitudes to the contrary: “a waste of 

time to have a girl studying for years” (Peg’s parents) played a part in subsequent 

211 



 

events. As a result, these influences contributed to the participants’ perceptions of 

being graduates in professional and everyday life, the second phase of the graduate 

experience: “The fact that I am a graduate has a wider application than just personal 

and private achievement” (Maree). 

 

As mentioned above, the pre-university era in graduates’ lives might 

encompass the primary-secondary school years, with the decisions to embark upon a 

university education as young rural women being a foregone conclusion from parental 

viewpoints (Jane, Jenny, Emilie, Margaret, Clare), supported by grandparents and the 

young students’ concurrence with possibly pre-determined paths of education via 

attendance at boarding school. For these younger students, parents’ attitudes to 

tertiary education revealed their strong desires for the survival and success of their 

children of both sexes. Margaret’s father was worried that if anything happened to 

him, she might not be able to support herself if she did not have a good education. 

Anastasia’s father had experienced and overcome the hardship of being an alien in 

Australia during wartime to become a successful businessman. He understood the 

value of education for his children. A long-term view of the benefits of a university 

education was offset by some parents who adopted an immediate and practical 

position. A university education was not seen to be of foreseeable value, since the 

young men were needed, now, to work the property (Clare’s brothers, Margaret’s in-

laws); and the young women were expected to marry on the land, with the assumption 

that further education for women - urban women in Natalie’s case -  could be 

irrelevant and costly. 

 

In adulthood, the prima facie reasons for pursuing a university education were 

the result of active decisions by more mature individuals and were attributed to a 

narrow range of motives including a desire to maintain or update current employment 

(Maree, Jenny), with overtones of safeguarding the future as Anastasia explained: “I 

was concerned my qualifications wouldn’t be up-to-date should anything happen to 

my husband”. A wish for personal betterment in the form of further qualifications was 

expressed by those who acknowledged the opportunities and challenges that a 

university education presented (Jenny, Clare, Anastasia, Trudy, Rose, Maree, Beth, 

Barbara). Peg’s path through her professional career closely resembled my own as we 
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both sought personal and vocational enrichment through further study. Peg mused: 

“I’m toying with the idea of completing a PhD … there are still disparate areas I’d 

like to tackle”. It seemed that the outcome of initial and continuing studies would not 

be as successful and fulfilling unless supported by an underlying desire for the 

personal satisfaction of learning for its own sake. Beth, having failed in her early 

years, later redressed that situation with great determination: “I had more life 

experience and … got more out of it”. Both Peg and Rose missed the stimulation of 

continuing study: “I suffered withdrawal symptoms” (Rose), as in a number of cases 

where appetites had been whetted by earlier, similar accomplishments to become a 

continuation of lifelong learning. As with younger students the attitudes, positive or 

otherwise, of rural women’s families towards their studies played a vital part in 

student success: “I couldn’t speak highly enough of [my] supportive husband” 

(Anastasia); “My husband employed ‘active obstruction’” (Barbara).  

 

However, from the articulations of many of the participants, the university 

years were seen as a memorable and “wonderful” (Brenda) experience. Youth and 

maturity brought with them often quite different perceptions of university life. As an 

accompaniment to involvement in study, the social networks so formed, both during 

youth and maturity, had more than transient implications in that they also enhanced 

life in general and subsequent professional endeavours through the formation of 

personal and professional contacts involving the skills of “co-operation and leadership 

learnt in group situations” (Jenny). For the typically full-time young women students, 

the initial adjustment to university life was found to centre upon this establishment of 

a social context, often resulting in “a different lifestyle” (Jane) and “[an opportunity to 

make] friends for life” (Emilie). The university life was an outstanding social success 

but an academic failure according to Beth, and “a drawback with [non-university] 

men” (Natalie). Following immediately after secondary education it was also found to 

be “more of a battle…harder than I was prepared for” (Margaret) and reflected the 

immaturity of youth in Emilie’s case. For Beth, who redressed her earlier failure, the 

subsequent university experience was “gruelling”. This may have been due, as other 

women in the study recalled, to outside influences upon them while attempting to 

study in adult life, where the university experience was often part-time and balanced 

by the demands of family, farm, part-time employment and distance as have been 

213 



 

discussed in the previous section. Ability to cope was put to the test in adapting to 

both youthful and adult changes of life-style and in applying the measure of self-

discipline required to succeed (Denise, Margaret, Beth), where age and attitude had 

significant bearing on both the social and academic outcomes. In some cases, no 

matter what the will (Wlodkowski, 1991), these responsibilities dominated and 

prevailed, resulting in the loss of the university opportunity. 

 

Becoming a graduate woman was seen to entail far more than the customary 

pursuit and attainment of university qualifications. Again, the sum of the individual 

elements of this section of the study, from the reflective graduate viewpoints, led to an 

understanding that often a university education for rural women could entail rural 

overtones of impressions and perceptions beyond the articulated descriptions of 

events outlined above. Themes were evolving and emerging which invited 

exploration, to be presented as concepts for the purpose of  achieving interpretive 

coherence. 

 

In this initial phase of becoming a graduate, the first core concept emerged as a 

heightened awareness and broadening of the mind, of having “a better understanding” 

(Cherie), “a wider view” (Maree) and “a different way of thinking” (Jane). As defined 

in the section on ‘the University Experience’ in this study, it was concerned with the 

opening of the mind to an awareness of knowing, as distinct from just having 

knowledge. To embrace all the different voices of the accumulated experiences 

imparted throughout the study, a better word than ‘awareness’ was needed - 

something which embraced the new experience of the university years and which also 

carried a hint of mature reflection upon the values of that time. ‘Cognisance’ seemed 

to gather together the elements of ‘awareness’, ‘learning’, ‘knowledge’ and growth of 

mental perception: “I never thought like this [before] I went to university (Cherie); “It 

enlarged my horizons as a human being” (Grace). It became the awakening of the 

student to extended horizons of learning and enriching capabilities. There was a wider 

view of the world to be embraced by those who were receptive to knowledge and 

were prepared to search, question and test their own perceived limitations. The 

university experience was instrumental in enhancing this process which might 

otherwise lie neglected or dormant.  
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The second concept to emerge is ‘Discipline’.  As defined in the section on 

‘the University Experience’, it described the measure of self-management practised 

during this period of development. Discipline became evident, seldom in so many 

words (Denise), but rather from what was said about how the participants managed 

the university experience. To be successful in their studies - as they were - they 

described the additional effort (‘self-discipline’) required to achieve at that higher 

level (Margaret, Beth, Cherie). In addition to this pure effort, discipline was evident in 

the form of applying mental training, a tuning of the mind to appreciate ways of 

thinking, analysing, solving problems and making decisions (Cherie, Robyn, Val, 

Grace). It afforded a better understanding of how people think and communicate 

(Cherie, Jane) and allowed them to “consider things outside the square” (Georgina). 

An ordered mental approach to learning was seen as a significant factor in 

achievement: “you really do re-train yourself to think … differently (Cherie). While 

cognisance might be experienced, the full measure of its promise might not be 

explored unless students adopted an ordered mental approach to learning, which, 

rather than being restrictive had the effect of facilitating and encouraging further 

progress: “Understanding makes me feel more empowered” (Beth); “a great 

contribution to my personal development … a source of personal satisfaction” 

(Maree). 

 

The third concept from the becoming phase is ‘Confidence’. As defined in the 

section on ‘the University Experience’, it evidenced a positive outlook and a state of 

self-assurance arising from reliance upon one’s own ability to conduct life’s affairs. 

Beth declared: “my degree has had a huge impact on me … the whole way I view the 

world has been enhanced”. Others keenly and vigorously expressed their confidence 

in their capacity to achieve (Trudy, Clare, Beth, Robyn, Hazel, Jan, Jill, Val). 

Confidence could be an expected outcome of a successful university education, where 

students have recognised the first two concepts and become involved in the learning 

experience to the full. Together, the three concepts brought with them an 

empowerment, and when supported by the documentary recognition of achievement at 

university were dynamic features of the impact and import of the university 

experience. They became the ‘tools’ which students carried forward as graduates, and 
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which formed the foundation upon which further interpretation in this research was 

based.  

 

Being Graduate Rural Women  

While barriers limiting women’s access to education at tertiary level have largely 

been eliminated, the literature indicated that there remain shadows dulling the 

prospects of unqualified achievement for graduate women at career level (Encel and 

Campbell, 1991; Pringle 1994). For rural women, there were some additional 

considerations which emphasised this problem, such as the custom of boarding-school 

children continuing their education at university for reasons possibly tied to tradition 

rather than the pursuit of a career (Anderson, 1990). In the experience of the 

participants two factors which had an influence on children attending boarding school 

were the economic climate and the quality of education facilities in rural and remote 

areas, with both having little direct, substantiated connection with the desire to obtain 

university qualifications. Barbara explained that “when farms were doing well, the 

children would go to boarding school but not necessarily on to a degree”,  while Jane 

observed that “boarding school is prominent in children from rural areas because of 

the quality of schooling in some remote areas”. Career opportunities still remained 

subject to boarding school attendance in some cases (Jenny). A variety of approaches 

to education and training for rural women, including long- and short-term programs 

(Department of Education, Employment and Training, 1991; Department of Primary 

Industries and Energy 1997; Kilpatrick 1997; Mageean 1998; Warner 1993), were 

subject to funding constraints which brought into question as to who should pay for 

the provision and who should pay for the participation (Stanley and Munn, 1993), 

particularly where people living in remote areas were involved (Alston, 1995b; 

ANTA, 1997; Department of Primary Industries and Energy, 1997; Grace, 1994; 

Kilpatrick, 1997; Lucardie, 1994; Mageean, 1988; Poole, Langan-Fox and Omodei, 

1991; Stanley and Munn, 1993). According to the literature there was also the 

lingering doubt in the minds of providers and community that qualifications gained by 

women would be used for community benefit. It was stated that the apparent lack, or 

mis-match, of opportunity to apply graduate expertise in a receding rural economy 

would contribute to a tenuous situation for the women in question (Department of the 

Prime Minister, 1988).  
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There were still further issues confronting rural women if they were to rebut 

the notion that investing in their academic future might not be fruitful. Time required 

away from rural duties to participate in higher education demanded that perceived 

benefits be balanced against effort and the eventuality of newly-educated women 

remaining as contributors to rural communities (Johnson, Bone and Knight, 1997). In 

the world explored in this study, the participants confirmed that there was “lack of 

opportunity” (Georgina). They could not afford to be off the farm, or they observed 

others in this situation, so that there was little time available to give thought to 

academic pursuits, either for maintenance or advancement of their already achieved 

expertise (Georgina, Cherie, Peg). Where women did annex this time for themselves, 

Peg observed that they “expressed qualms” about doing so. Furthermore, according to 

Anastasia, women’s career positions were generally only available in larger towns and 

cities, so that women residing beyond these areas were also severely handicapped in 

pursuing their professional goals or taking up well-paid vocational opportunities. 

Where professional expertise was present, both age (with the implication that age 

signified professional incapacity) and geographic circumstance, as above, led to the 

conclusion that any thoughts of further professional engagement would not be 

“feasible” (Rose). It could be seen that the concerns expressed in the literature, about 

the likelihood of women continuing to contribute their skills in repayment for the 

effort expended on their training, were dependent upon more complex considerations 

and were considerably more far-reaching in their implications than would be assumed 

at first reading. Yet, the education and participation of rural women in the professions, 

the management of family enterprises and community affairs were also seen as vital to 

the maintenance of sustainable communities.  The question to be resolved centred 

upon graduate women being needed on the one hand but being constrained from 

responding on the other hand. In considering both the male and female points of view, 

Robyn commented: “The standard of education of the whole community makes an 

impact on how the community manages itself. I think it sometimes a worry that 

education of men in rural areas is losing focus (if it ever had one) and this in itself will 

impact on men’s expectations of women”.  
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Many of the women in this study spoke enthusiastically of the use of their 

administrative and professional skills: “University educated women living in the bush 

are able to apply their skills in a very practical way” (Cherie), for example in 

situations requiring veterinary, rural and agricultural science, biology, social science, 

health, law, educational and leadership and management qualifications. If education is 

to continue to figure prominently, as it does at present in the plans for rejuvenating the 

rural scene and, it would seem, in empowering women to speak out, it could be 

important to appreciate the already existing level and extent of educational expertise 

within that society. Jane spoke of her uncle in this context as a reflection of the 

background of male domination in the bush from colonial times. She described her 

uncle, his negativity towards women’s skills (in general) and her professional advice 

(in particular) and his insistence that women could not run a farming property well. 

She countered: “Most of the men of his generation will be out of the game soon 

anyway (mostly due to bad farm management decisions)”.  

 

Professional occupation was not necessarily seen as a foregone conclusion 

upon the completion of university studies. Hazel felt that “something suitable would 

turn up”; Rose, with the benefit of hindsight, came to realise that her degrees did not 

seem in themselves useful without the addition of a teaching qualification, while 

Maree was resigned to whatever her situation might be: “I didn’t complete my degree 

with the specific intention of ‘getting a job’ – we live 60km from town, and I felt that 

I had a very full life as it was”. In summary, there were three main explanations for 

apparent occupational insecurity, and these could be linked to my earlier comments on 

the doubts of others about the worth of investing in the higher education of rural 

women. One comment from the participants was that study might be undertaken 

principally for reasons of personal fulfilment. I feel that this could have been 

promoted as an acceptable motive hiding the truth that related to the scarcity of 

positions in rural communities. Then there were the logistical difficulties in travelling 

from remote stations to take up employment in central locations (Georgina) or in 

travelling long distances over large areas of territory for which one might be 

responsible in a professional capacity (Anastasia), particularly when family and farm 

responsibilities had first call on all available resources, including graduate women and 

their time. If a professional position were obtained, it was frequently on a part-time 
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basis, which led Alara to comment upon the relevance of rural women being 

encouraged to pursue higher qualifications: “I can see little point … [in this], 

especially if they are only in the position to look for part-time work”, to which Val 

added that she felt that “a large part of the time … university degrees are irrelevant”. 

Together, these three issues relating to the professional occupation of rural women 

had the potential for engendering a sense of futility and uselessness in the participants 

so far as professional incentive was concerned. The stated aim of ‘personal fulfilment’ 

through study was perhaps the only option open, and then, without the satisfaction of 

professional recognition and advancement, it could perhaps be a disappointing option. 

Hazel recalls having “ ‘what I could have done’ spells”, saying that “I sometimes 

think ‘maybe that could have been me’ [in professional occupation], but I am happy to 

have my farm with its responsibilities”.  

 

Even when there was engagement in professional occupation, there were 

situations when the experience was less than satisfactory, as being expected to teach 

subjects such as welding and in teaching students who were uncommitted (Brenda) or 

when other factors detracted from professional ideals (Denise). Both the quality of 

positions and access to higher level positions available to part-time professionals were 

restricted. Anastasia and Jane felt that younger graduates without family 

responsibilities were better able to move to environments such as major and capital 

cities where there was more competition and wider opportunities for advancement. 

Further, graduates’ initial investment in their higher education could be subject to 

deterioration through lack of continuing professional education which could otherwise 

be provided through regular professional employment or in professional practice. 

When “lean times struck” (Anastasia), graduate women might also work non-

professionally off farm to help support their families. The heavy responsibility placed 

on their shoulders, to juggle commitments in these circumstances, could be daunting 

and give rise to conflicting emotions about family demands and professional direction 

(Jill). These restrictions upon the pursuit of professional satisfaction in appropriate 

surroundings were also expressed as a restriction on personal well-being, indicating 

that an unused university degree (Val), became worthless and graduates could well 

see themselves being correspondingly useless as professionals and of less value as 

individuals, as indicated by Giddens (1990) and Western and Western (1988). 
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The reconciliation of professional life to everyday life involved graduate 

women’s total approach to life beyond the professional boundaries. It was concerned 

with the application of inherent values, skills and capabilities over a wider range of 

situations. Jo felt that her level of thinking, as a result of her university education, 

“must permeate ...  everything I do” while Robyn explained that “my training is part 

of me – the whole me”. The expression of these attributes was by way of participation 

in the everyday activities of the family, family enterprise and the community. Jill, 

Cherie and Hazel echoed Trudy’s words when she explained that she used her skills, 

both academic and social,  “in many day-to-day dealings with people”. The graduates 

used their now ‘transferable skills’ in practical ways, to manage, organise, 

communicate and solve problems (Georgina, Wendy, Maree, Robyn, Jenny, Natalie 

and others). They might be required to work in the paddock as the extra sheep dog 

(Hazel) or as the artificial inseminator (Gloria), they might take charge of the books 

and the administrative tasks (Jill, Hazel), teach or supervise the teaching of their 

children (Brenda, Cherie, Emilie, Val), work for voluntary organisations (Denise, 

Frances, Trudy), serve on committees (Alara, Robyn, Jenny, Georgina), research local 

history (Margaret), adjudicate debates (Denise) and write for magazines (Val) - or any 

combination of the above - in conjunction with their roles in most cases as wives and 

mothers. Their graduate status made them role models, not only for their own children 

who could see by example that it was possible to achieve at a high level from a rural 

upbringing: “my daughter wants to go to university because I did” (Jill), but also for 

other adult members of the rural community whose non-university backgrounds might 

have afforded less opportunities in this direction. For example Suzie was able to assist 

mature age rural women to complete university admission while Cherie extended her 

health classes to general information sessions on dealing with everyday procedural 

problems, such as filling out forms and communicating with officialdom. Graduate 

women were endowed with a range of skills which were modified or enhanced by 

their rural circumstances and given expression in their composite professional and 

non-professional roles. 

 

In this second aspect of graduate life, the being phase, graduate women in the 

rural community had two main avenues of expression, as illustrated in Figure 9.1 The 
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first was in professional occupation and the second was concerned with the relevance 

and application of professional and general expertise in everyday life. Both were 

explored from the introspective viewpoints of the graduate women as they described 

their experiences and reflected upon the significance of those perceptions. The first 

three concepts of cognisance, discipline and confidence, from the becoming phase, 

were seen to extend and change with the emergence of the second group of core 

concepts, the application of ability, and the experiences of independence and 

satisfaction, as the participants themselves interacted as graduates with their 

environment. Cognisance was carried forward to the second phase to indicate 

increasing awareness beyond the university experience: “working widened my 

horizons … I entered a different world of people from the small farming community 

…  a less parochial outlook” (Margaret) while Georgina felt that her “learning days 

had just begun”. In professional occupation it was reflected in continuing professional 

development: “[It] has given me a knowledge base which I have been able to adapt to 

all sorts of situations” (Clare), where knowledge and ability to access specific 

knowledge were enhanced (when that opportunity existed). Georgina explained that in 

her professional work much of her learning “was based on what I learnt on the job”.  

In everyday life the concept of cognisance was broadened to include awareness of the 

many social, economic and environmental issues relating to rural life: “my university 

education has helped me to deal with living in the bush” (Cherie) and “how you 

respond to political issues … religion and social welfare” (Beth). Discipline, the 

second concept to be carried forward from the university experience, was now seen in 

a professional sense as a commitment to professional standards and upgrading of 

qualifications (Peg, Alara, Beth), while acting in that capacity. In everyday life 

discipline required that appropriate attention be given to the demands of family and 

farm and community issues, so that the management of families and family 

enterprises and the contribution to community interests were carried out responsibly 

(Barbara). While the participants did not specifically refer to this attribute in terms of 

‘discipline’ - ‘psychological commitment’ was an alternate description used by Clare - 

their articulations revealed that their efforts to uphold a tenable lifestyle, both 

professionally and in general terms, required the application of considerable strength 

of will and purpose focusing on survival. As Shrapnel and Davie (2000) reported: 

“survival depends on the capacity of landholders to respond strategically to the stress 
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which these risk factors generate” with physical survival, as described by Mullins 

(1990) being one of the particular aspects of risk management which rural people 

must address. The participants made repeated references to ‘survival’, mentally and 

economically (Clare, Alara, Barbara, Val) and at times, this burden became almost 

unbearable in the struggle to survive. In both the professional and everyday life 

situations cognisance and discipline combined with the confidence engendered during 

the university years to be expressed through the application of ability, the fourth 

emergent concept, reflecting both the professional and practical exercise of those 

attributes in the wider environment of professional and everyday rural life. 

 

Graduate rural women experienced a strong sense of ability in the professional 

environment, when they were able to put their university experience and 

qualifications into effect in both specific and associated activities. “I cannot imagine 

my life without my career and what it has allowed me … to do” (Margaret); “what a 

boost to the self-esteem [obtaining professional occupation] has been” (Alara). Others 

affirmed the value of their ‘grounding’, of using ‘trained minds’ and of their 

professional networks, of being ‘capable of the task’, and of making ‘valuable 

contributions’ to the professional and community environments through their 

professional skills (Cherie, Robyn, Jenny, Jane, Maree, Trudy). These positive 

feelings of professional ability were evident notwithstanding there were constraints 

evident which might curtail achievement of their potential, as discussed later in this 

section. The application of ability evident in professional occupation became 

generalised and multi-faceted in everyday life, taking the form of transferable skills, 

or as Robyn refers to “trained brains”, being directed towards enhancing the life of 

others when dealing with the broader family and community issues. The participants 

spoke positively of having the ability to access information, to be analytical and 

understanding yet fair minded, to have strength and belief in their convictions (Alara, 

Val, Clare, Jill, Jane). As Frances declared: “the best thing of all [was having the 

ability] to pursue my passions - mainly music … literature, languages and teaching”. 

In practical terms, the women in this study saw that they could apply their ability for 

the benefit of many, for their children, “education is the most important thing we 

should give our children” (Beth), for individuals for whom they were role models 

(Suzie, Cherie), for community groups as leaders and representatives at higher levels 
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of communication (Georgina, Cherie, Frances, Jenny, Margaret), and on the farm 

front as managers, administrators, problem solvers and professional advisors (Suzie, 

Alara, Val, Robyn). In these hard times, covering the period of this study, the 

participants’ ability was simply focused on coping: “… I feel I can cope” (Emilie); 

“my … degree helped me in so many ways to cope” (Brenda). Ability to cope then 

became the main issue and the point of balance between success and failure in a very 

definable way as illustrated by Shrapnel and Davie (2000). These authors found that 

“where stresses exist, the capacity of people … diminishes [in proportion to their 

ability to cope]”. They also reported that there would seem to be a “predominant 

personality profile consistent with an ability to cope with isolation and the other 

particular challenges which characterise this way of life”. Of the three levels of 

‘coping’ they examined, it could be reasoned that graduate rural women would likely 

be amongst those ‘who can generally cope’ (Shrapnel and Davie, 2000) and this 

singular quality could reasonably be attributed, at least in part, to the benefits of 

experiencing a university education.  

 

As the growth and expression of ability unfolded, there was a marked 

difference in the two aspects of the emergent concept of independence as voiced by 

the participants in their professional and everyday lives. One possible explanation, 

though not validated, concerned the degree of separation required to be or become 

‘independent’ from the alternate state of being or becoming ‘dependent’ or perhaps 

what I would describe as ‘associated and overshadowed’. Graduate women in 

professional occupation experienced independence in that they were able to support 

themselves, manage their own affairs and receive recognition for being themselves 

distinct from husbands and families. Margaret became known for her own 

professional talents instead of being just her husband’s wife. She was in a different 

occupation and was therefore recognised separately indicating a state of 

independence. On the other hand, Jo, equally qualified and working with her husband, 

was not granted equal recognition. Why? Was she less independent? Or was she what 

I would call ‘associated and overshadowed’? A separate income afforded another 

measure of independence - “away from family or a spouse” (Jane) - but this concept 

of independent ability also carried a feeling of worth and security and commitment 

(rather than a desire to be separate) when the women of this study could command a 
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professional income to care for their families (Clare, Margaret, Emilie, Jill) and 

provide those extra luxuries (Trudy). For younger and more mobile graduates, such as 

Jane, financial independence did bring freedom, but there remained the prospect of 

being ‘associated and overshadowed’ if she bowed to the wishes of possible future 

marriage partners to stay put. By contrast, it appeared that in their everyday farm and 

family lives, the freedom of action (apart from any financial considerations) for the 

women of this study was restricted. Jane commented: “women usually are the first to 

take a back seat to the males in any relationship” so that the concept of independence 

barely seemed to progress beyond an inward sense of confidence (Cherie), based on a 

theoretical ability to express self-determination in matters confined to purely personal 

decisions (Emilie). 

  

 The sixth concept to emerge was satisfaction. Again there were differences 

between the expressions relating to professional satisfaction and the appreciation of 

everyday life occurrences. When the graduate rural women of this study could see the 

benefits of their education and efforts reflected in positive responses to their expertise 

in professional circumstances there was a real sense of being a worthwhile person 

(Alara), and of experiencing great satisfaction: “a most satisfying and rewarding 

occupation … a lasting passion” (Anastasia); “I hope that my love of life and learning 

has been communicated in some way to my students” (Peg). Jill was able to explain to 

her students that she was “rich in education”. Trudy’s pleasure, that her career “was as 

long and as diverse” as she chose to make it, was balanced by others whose sadness 

portrayed that there was the will but not the way to using professional qualifications 

to the full (Val, Hazel). 

 

 In everyday life, the participants expressed satisfaction with their involvement 

in community and home (Emilie, Robyn, Trudy, Cherie for example) as a result of 

their educational background and in the knowledge that they were capable 

individuals. Maree expressed the commonly held view of all the participants with her 

reflection that: “my studies have provided me with a wider view than is usual for rural 

women of my generation and given me opportunities and confidence which I would 

not otherwise have had”. When they could see their efforts rewarded and appreciated, 

there were so many positive comments across all areas of the study that Hazel’s words 
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would similarly typify the conclusions of many: “I’ve come to the solid opinion that I 

am definitely happy with what I’m doing”. 

 

Being Graduate Women in the Rural Community 

The first two phases of the graduate experience, becoming and being graduate rural 

women, from the introspective viewpoint of the women participating in this study, 

revealed the emergent core concepts of cognisance, discipline and confidence, ability, 

independence and satisfaction. The final phase of being, in which the participants 

reflected upon their interactive experiences with the people of their communities, told 

a story of different emotions and sentiments. There was a significant and startling 

change from the generally positive articulations and concepts arising from the initial 

phases of becoming and being graduate rural women. 

 
 “I’d see it more as a culture shock when two very different ways of looking at 

things collide” (Peg); “The interrelation of people will be difficult” (Georgina).  

 

This section of the study, concerning community response, elicited perceptions 

which could be summarised in simple, emotive words. For example, the above 

extracts provided ‘shock’, ‘collide’ and ‘difficult’. In similar vein the participants 

spoke of the interaction, about themselves and community members, in terms of 

‘caution’, ‘threat’, ‘threatened’, ‘curiosity’, ‘hostility’, ‘lonely’, ‘broken in’, 

‘criticism’, ‘hindrance’, ‘fearful’, ‘defensive’, ‘patronising’, ‘superiority’, 

‘unsatisfactory’, ‘questioned’, ‘suspicion’, ‘conservatism’, ‘negative’, ‘isolated’, 

‘dismissed’, ‘bias’, ‘biased’, ‘envy’, ‘bossy’, ‘disapproval’, ‘conflict’, ‘detrimental’, 

‘prejudice’, ‘narrow-minded’, ‘closed off’, ‘sour grapes’ and ‘put down’.  

 

These impressions were counteracted by feelings which included the words 

‘adjust’, ‘credibility’, ‘positive’, ‘empathy’, ‘caring’, ‘rapport’, ‘encourage’, 

‘appreciated’, ‘warm’ and ‘welcoming’. The single words ‘threat’ and ‘adjust’, 

although used on several occasions in the data, were the ones which seemed best to 

explain the range of responses, above, as seen through the eyes of the participants.  
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In this study the impression at first was that graduate women were viewed 

with caution (Suzie), until such time as their position was clarified in the minds of the 

others, as illustrated in Figure 9.2.  They faced at least two major hurdles in seeking 

acceptance as one of the community on equal terms. Firstly they were women and 

secondly they were graduates. Thirdly, they might be young and not even originally 

rural. The combination of these characteristics had the potential to set them apart. 

Their attributes of education, gender, age and experience tested the measure of their 

acceptance and integration in their community. The experiences of separation might 

for many reasons remain unchanging, intensify to isolation, or diminish to qualified 

acceptance, as progress was made towards integration. Their roles in the community, 

as practising professionals or as educated people in everyday life, were significant in 

determining the outcome. The graduate women’s contextual viewpoints were 

encapsulated in the emergent core concepts of constraint, separation and integration.  

 

The background to the succinct comment by Robyn, “[I] didn’t feel I fitted all 

that well” was explained by Suzie whose words contained all the elements of the 

emergent concepts: “we graduates, in small, enclosed communities are viewed with 

caution … [the graduate] must accept that she will hardly ever be truly accepted as 

‘one of us’ … she … must learn to live with that … [or] face a somewhat lonely life” 

(Suzie). 

 

 At the professional level constraint was evident in the assessment process of 

graduate women. This involved small communities determining whether graduate 

women married to other professionals actually needed the jobs sought, as in being 

married to the local doctor (Anastasia’s friend), or whether vacant positions should be 

awarded to people who were assumed, by the community, to be more deserving of the 

opportunity. In order to clarify their professional position, graduate women could be 

subject to a ‘probationary’ period, where gender, age and experience are all relevant 

(Georgina, Barbara, Alara). As opposed to men with equal qualifications, who are 

generally accepted at once and at face value, graduate women had to ‘prove’, by 

providing additional certification and substantiation, by performance over a ‘proving’ 

time, by requiring the prior approval of respected third-parties, or by the 
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demonstration of more professional experience than was required for a male in the 

same circumstances (Barbara, Alara, Jane). Although there were no specific 

references to graduate rural women in the literature, similar practices were seen to 

exist for women in general (Encel and Campbell, 1991; Pringle, 1994). When 

graduate women were young, their professional credibility might be lessened by 

comparison with that of their male counterparts, to the extent that the community 

might either set unreasonable goals for them or consider their skills so meager as to 

have no expectations of their ability (Trudy). This was accentuated when they were 

not from a rural background (Barbara, Georgina), and when the proving period was 

repetitive (Jane), due to the professional position involving moves from location to 

location.  
 

The question was, to whom must graduate women prove, and why? It could be 

assumed that in the majority of situations, the supervisory role would be occupied by 

men. If this were the case, the requirement to prove revealed there were two facets to 

the problem. The first instance might arise out of the continuing male/female equality 

struggle, where it is said that to be equal, females must be more than equal to the 

males with whom they are competing (Barbara, Alara, Jane). The second example was 

an extension of the first and involved professional ego (Trudy, Suzie), where female 

graduates who might be equally or better qualified or with more recent training than 

their superiors were seen as a threat to the superiors’ professional status (Suzie). On 

the other hand, where the supervisors were female, it was shown that preference was 

also given to males (Natalie). The most likely reason for this was also one of 

perceived threat – threat to female-versus-female gender superiority and threat to 

status. However, being older was seen as an advantage, as it equated to possessing 

worldly wisdom, and in some circumstances - on a one-to-one basis - even being 

regarded in the role of a counsellor with whom males could discuss their problems 

(Barbara). But graduate rural women in the professional world must not be too old as 

an unspoken and indeterminate age limit seemed to apply (Margaret). Professional 

acceptance was qualifications, gender, age and experience critical, as indicated in 

Figure 9.2. 
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Upon completion of the women’s professional probationary period, during 

which time the situation of graduate women had been clarified by attention to the 

issues of gender, age and status, their principals might decide that they now posed 

little or no threat to either ego or status: “there is a subtle change in attitude … gone is 

the patronising air or hint of superiority … one is treated with more courtesy … one is 

treated as equal” (Suzie). The professional significance was that there were 

constraints placed upon graduate women’s professional opportunities within the 

hierarchy of that profession, and the sense of separation was present: “I would have an 

acceptance on that basis but within that limitation” (Suzie). In circumstances where 

educational qualifications were not the issue, the possession of a university degree 

became inconsequential in the face of other standards by which women were judged 

in the community. When Suzie turned to primary production, she found that the 

measure of her acceptance was not influenced by her academic qualifications but on 

her ability in this alternate field of achievement. Demonstrated practical ability earned 

respect - “a charming acceptance” (Suzie) - as in a male-dominated field such as 

cattle-breeding, thus overcoming any incipient threat to male gender and status in that 

particular professional hierarchy. Acceptance and integration were then more readily 

achieved and the sense of separation was reduced or eliminated for activities beyond 

the immediate influence of and comparison with educational backgrounds and 

attainments. 
 

As stated earlier and illustrated in Figure 9.2, graduate woman were viewed 

with caution (Suzie) until such time as their positions were clarified in the minds of 

the others. At the social level the members of the general community were the ones 

who assessed graduate women: “country people … can be wary of those who are 

different” (Peg). Since it was not the university degree itself  (termed ‘qualifications’ 

in Figure 9.2) which was the issue, it was necessary to look behind the fact of the 

university degree  to identify and compare features relating to educational experience 

(termed ‘graduate status’ in Figure 9.2), which might produce divergent approaches to 

life in general, rather than to professional situations in particular. At this point, as in 

the previous professional situation, graduate women again experienced a sense of 

separation, which might, for many reasons, have remained unchanging, intensified to 

isolation, or diminished to a state of qualified acceptance. Their role in the community 
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was now as educated women in everyday rural life. Peg reflected that she encountered 

“curiosity which could have been seen as hostility I suppose”. The comparisons 

addressed the fact that graduate women formed a very small minority of the rural 

population, so that, with their experiential background and at their level of thinking, 

the mental processes and priorities they applied to life situations might not be fully 

understood by the majority (Jane). Another comparison was made relating to life-style 

patterns and expectations (Natalie, Robyn), and the availability of social opportunities 

for establishing common ground (Suzie). The graduates’ development of knowledge, 

confidence and ability encouraged them to seek additional expression of their skills 

beyond the limits of domestic horizons which, for professional women, Barbara saw 

as extending beyond discussions about babies, cooking, shows and tennis. Therefore 

little opportunity existed for developing mutual rapport to facilitate social interaction 

on the occasions, other than at the post office, when graduates and community 

members met socially (Suzie). Further comparisons in the community context 

revealed resentment towards graduate women. These included expressions of 

unwilling respect clothed in critical comment of professional women (Margaret), 

denigration of their abilities in community affairs (Alara, Trudy, Georgina), 

disapproval of professional occupation as an insult to a husband’s ability as a 

breadwinner (Margaret), or within the family, rejection of graduate daughters-in-law 

for their potential independence from the family system (Barbara) and conflict when 

“the intergenerational power differential [within families] is too great” (Clare).  
 

What were the underlying influences in everyday life producing these attitudes 

which might alter the initial view of caution? Again, education, gender, age and 

experience were examined, as illustrated in Figure 9.2, but with different results than 

those viewed in the professional segment. Education, or the difference in educational 

status between graduates and non-graduate community members, appeared to be the 

major cause of a sense of threat to non-graduates. It was the threat arising from 

personal insecurity in dealing with a situation where graduates were perceived to have 

more control (Alara, Maree), and therefore more power over the self-assumed less 

educated, less knowledgeable, less confident and less able people, whether this was 

true or not in the opinion of other observers. It was the threat to status (Wild, 1978), 

not as in the professional, hierarchical sense, but threat to the rural community 
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members’ belief in themselves, as to how they appeared to others in the general 

community - threat to usurpation of control and power in the domain over which they 

felt they held sway, were it not for the intrusion of graduate women. Alara’s particular 

experience prompted her to comment that the person who felt threatened by her 

graduate qualifications “would make an extremely good case study into human 

nature!”. This was the area of community interaction in which separation and isolation 

were more keenly felt than in any other situation. The age and professional experience 

of graduate women appeared to be merely secondary matters to the major point of 

education-status, depending upon the perceptions of individual non-graduates. 
 

Where matters of understanding, expectations, resentment, rejection, 

insecurity, power and control remained unresolved, the position of graduate women 

appeared to change from a state of separation: “[the graduate rural women] has 

removed herself at many levels, thanks to her education, from the society … in which 

she lives” (Suzie), to one of social isolation: “I feel socially very isolated” (Suzie). 

There was seen to be a constraint placed upon graduate women’s complete interaction 

with their communities. If the women in my study were also in professional 

occupation, they experienced separation, constraint and isolation on both professional 

and community fronts. However, a minimisation of the threat could eventuate and an 

increase in understanding ensue from acts of concession by both graduates and non-

graduate community members resulting in compromise and qualified or full 

acceptance of their professional and general standing in the community. 
 
In the professional situation, progress towards acceptance and integration 

reflected the effects of graduate women’s educational qualifications and graduate 

status on their peers within their particular hierarchy. In the general community there 

was no escape from the fact that they are graduates, since it was part of their whole 

being (Robyn). If there was to be a measure of acceptance and integration of graduate 

women into rural communities, the need for a mutual understanding of each other’s 

situations was recognised: “It is so important for a community to work together” 

(Alara). There were a number of ways in which this could be achieved. Progress was 

made, from the graduate women’s position, by example in working with the 

community, by listening to and learning from the community members and their 

practical experiences, by valuing other points of view and by disregarding negative 
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responses as irrelevant to the main aim (Trudy). Robyn felt that her best contribution 

was by way of example in “the watering down of previous prejudice and paradigms 

about women’s roles in the community”. Similarly Clare achieved a sense of 

belonging and acceptance through her success in achieving funding for her 

community’s needs. Jo suggested that listening to and discussing others’ points of 

view was important, even if some of them were “rather narrow-minded and biased”, 

while Cherie found that her education helped her to “tune in” to the way others think. 

Beth, Jo, Georgina and Clare, for example, recognised their indebtedness to a source 

of learning not found in universities. 
 
Positive responses from the community came in the form of acknowledgment 

that graduate women do have a role to play in community development. They were 

appreciated for their genuine assistance given without overtones of superiority 

(Margaret, Georgina, Hazel), in committee executive roles and in their willing 

assistance to individuals in need of general advice (Barbara, Alara, Cherie, Jenny). 

When tentative social invitations by individuals with less formal educational 

qualifications were extended to graduates, they could make significant progress 

towards integration by their willingness to accept on equal grounds (Suzie). On the 

lighter side, it seemed that there was hope for accelerated acceptance into the general 

community. Professionally qualified women were in demand - as farmers’ wives, 

because of their earning power when times were hard – and as dinner guests to bolster 

neighbours’ egos (Suzie). The words, ‘threat’ and ‘adjust’, distinguished at the 

beginning of this section on being graduates in the community, represented sentiments 

voiced by the participants as they reflected upon their lives in rural communities. The 

final emergent core concept, integration, embodied a hope that the impression of 

‘threat’ would diminish and that attempts to ‘adjust’ would be fruitful.  
 

Review 

In the introduction to this chapter I had stated that an holistic view of the response to 

the research question would adjust the focus, from the close portrayal of individual 

contributions and comparisons in the literature and the data, to the participants’ voices 

being heard and understood within the larger contexts of their interwoven rural and 

graduate environments. From the literature we gained some insight into issues related 

to my study: rurality and rural women, with Alston’s writings providing valuable 
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comment at this level, but not related to graduate rural women. However, my study 

has revealed an entirely different perspective. Everything concerning the research 

question was viewed through graduate eyes and expressed in reflective articulations. 

For example, ‘rurality’ became, for the women of my study, more than the sum of its 

elements discussed above to evolve as an emotional, exhilarating, harsh, demanding 

and exhausting yet a significantly rewarding environment. Placed within that context 

of rurality, the participants, by relating their individual perceptions of rural women, 

conveyed more than the literature was able to impart in its separate observations of 

‘rural’ and ‘rural women’. Rural women, in general, were seen to face challenges in 

dealing with their environment, with the emphasis in the literature on promoting 

policies for training and engaging women in decision making processes. However, 

from the graduate perspective which takes both ‘rurality’ and ‘rural women’ to a 

higher level, such policies and determinations did not recognise the depth of social 

and economic issues involved in policy accomplishment. How can graduate rural 

women, being already-trained human resources, use their abilities, confidence and 

independence in a rural environment that, while deeply satisfying in some respects, 

provides crucial challenges in applying the benefits of their education? Furthermore, 

the risk of deterioration of graduate rural women’s professional abilities through lack 

of opportunity for expression may have an even greater impact that can only be 

viewed at present from the findings this study. The interpretation and melding of the 

individual diversities and commonalities revealed in the articulations of this study 

have emphasised the particular contribution this research has made to understanding 

the unique and previously unrecorded experiences of graduate women in the rural  

community.  
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CHAPTER 10 - CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
 
Introduction 

This research, through all stages of the enquiry, was directed towards determining the 

impact and import of a university education for graduate rural women. The three key 

concepts upon which the research was based were ‘rural’, ‘women’ and ‘graduate’, 

indicating the narrowing of focus from the broad concepts of the meaning of rural, to 

being rural women and, still more specifically, to being graduate rural women. In 

doing so the study explored, via the participants’ articulations of their perceptions, the 

graduate women’s experiences from students to professionals and community 

members in the rural context. The question of the representation of Indigenous 

graduate rural women among the participants was open to speculation as there had 

been no specific effort to either include or exclude them from the study. The 

responses of the women themselves did not give any evidence of such presence, and 

while it was possible that this connection could have been suppressed, the tenor of 

articulations gave no hint of issues for rural women, cultural or otherwise relating to 

Aboriginality.  

 

 From the participants’ reflective assessments of their situations, it became 

clear that there were multiple approaches to formulating answers to the research 

question. Firstly, the three selective key concepts, graduate, rural and women, 

immediately indicated that opposing characteristics, that is, non-graduate, urban and 

men, might have to be considered as being influences upon the perceptions. Secondly, 

the situations of the women, as graduates, could mean that they combined a 

professional life, possibly part-time, with other forms of occupation and with 

everyday, family and farm activities. Thirdly, the participant’s articulations were 

voiced from two aspects of self-perception: the introspective view of the impact and 

import upon themselves of their university experiences and graduate status; and their 

contextual assessment of how they perceived others in the community regarded them 

in the light of their education and qualifications. 
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Methodological Significance 

The question to be answered in this research, concerning the impact and import of a 

university education for rural women, indicated that the understanding of ‘social 

relationships between human beings and their environment’ (Cohen and Manion, 

1994) from an educational viewpoint would be involved. The ‘understanding’ would 

best be achieved through a humanistic (Keeves, 1988) and interpretivist approach 

(Borg and Gall, 1989; Candy, 1989), in which a constructivist epistemology 

(Honderich, 1995) would support the qualitative data from the participants. The 

determination of the impact and import would be effected by considering two 

conceptions of social reality (Cohen and Manion, 1994): one being a product of the 

participants’ own consciousness – created by the graduate rural women in their own 

minds; the other being a ‘reality’ imposed upon their consciousness from without. In 

the research these two realities related to the participants’ introspective and contextual 

viewpoints. 

 

 In the implementation of the research, it was not known beforehand what type 

and quality of information would be forthcoming, but in choosing to adopt the 

methods outlined in the previous paragraph, I felt that the ‘flexibility … to alter 

strategies and follow up new leads’ (Giddens, 1990) as they arose would be 

advantageous. To this end, the explanatory pages provided to the participants 

emphasised their freedom to discuss their own choice of subject relating to the 

research question in whatever manner they felt suited their perceptions, having first 

acknowledged the five basic introductory questions (Appendix C). The data gathered 

from the participants’ narrative accounts of events and experiences would contribute 

to indicating ‘how people make sense of their everyday world’ (Cohen and Manion, 

1994). 

 

The responses from the confirmed 29 participants to this initial stage of 

enquiry were of two broad types, the lesser number who responded by providing short 

answers, and the second, considerably larger group who accepted the invitation in the 

introductory pages and provided rich data from the outset. From most participants in 

the first instance I was able to elicit further comment, but I suspect that by this stage 

of the enquiry some had decided that they had little further time to spare, so I was 
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appreciative of the effort they had already expended. The second and more responsive 

section, in which many were also overburdened and short of time and sleep and 

energy, understood the nature of the enquiry and, upon my further encouragement, 

developed their personal themes concerning their situations in relation to the research 

question. 

 

One of the main decisions to make in the implementation of the research after 

having tentatively decided on the approach, was to consider how best to converse with 

the confirmed participants. From the information presented by continuing written (e-

mail and correspondence) exchange, it was clear that being given the time to reflect 

upon their situations, to reconsider, to re-appraise and to re-evaluate themselves as 

graduate rural women, was an essential part of the research. Crucial to this phase was 

the use of the Overlay Principle which permitted the revisiting and reflection upon 

previous data and its interpretation in multiple situations. This could not have been 

achieved in interview circumstances, whether by telephone or face-to-face, nor in a 

once-only action of completing a survey even if it were in narrative form. 

 

The information took an extended time to gather. The participants’ dedication 

to considered responses and reviews of issues which had emerged as the 

correspondence continued, led down many interesting paths. As I received each new 

piece of correspondence, it was either transcribed or copied to individually named 

files and to files indicating emerging classifications of issues and concepts. Flexibility 

was of paramount importance. Once the information gathering section of the research 

had been completed, the interpretive process which had already commenced with the 

first exchange of correspondence, also took a long time, due to the diverse nature of 

the spectrum of experiences described by the participants and the need to reconsider 

the whole in the light of each additional individual contribution. Without specific 

references in the literature to graduate rural women, the interpretation was based on 

the now confirmed methodological approaches envisaged, adapted to embrace the 

particular features of graduate life presented by the participants. 

 

Before the research could progress to exploring becoming and being graduate 

rural women, it was necessary to gain an understanding of what it meant to the 
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graduate women to be rural, rather than rely upon the imprecise definitions in the 

literature. The rural environment became far less geographical and considerably more 

a state of being, a way of life, in harmony with the natural cycles of birth, death and 

the seasons and a place to experience peace and calm and solitude, a place to conform 

to tradition, priorities and protocols, to work hard, to live with the transparency of 

small communities and the influence of male culture, and to suffer hardship at the 

whims of the economy and the elements. From this understanding the research was 

able to progress to the next stage of enquiry. 

 

As the study moved through the phases of enquiry, from rural to rural women 

to graduate rural women, the findings of each phase were presented through the eyes 

of the participants and in this respect provided a unique view of human relationships 

and social reality distinct from other commentaries. It followed that the findings were 

based not on general viewpoints but on a specifically selected source of perceptions 

with an educational orientation. This particular avenue of enquiry has not been 

pursued before, making this study’s contribution to the store of knowledge notable, as  

identified in the following paragraphs. 

 

In the literature, explanations and examples of the many interpretations of the 

term ‘rural’ provided no definitive foundation upon which to base the study. ‘Rural’ 

came to mean whatever best served the interests of that particular writer. 

Consequently ‘rural women’, when referenced in the literature, had no definitive 

characteristics other than those which had been carried forward on the assumption that 

the reader already knew what was implied in the term ‘rural’. If the statements of one 

writer concerning rural women were to be compared with another’s, it could not 

automatically be assumed that each contention was based upon the same premise. 

There can be discrepancies in depicting who rural women are, where they live, what 

they do and what might be their needs. There was abundant literature about rural 

women in general, about the need for their recognition and about training and re-

skilling programs. The impression given was that ‘generalisation’ would suffice to 

allow the aims of those concerned with rural women’s issues to proceed, although on 

imprecise grounds. The literature did not mention graduate rural women save for 

statistics acknowledging that the population of rural women (already unclear) 
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contained women with tertiary qualifications and higher degrees. The class of people 

to whom my participants belonged were numbers and percentages rather than 

sensitive human beings of a particular orientation.  

 

The Substantive Findings of the Study 

The findings are in contrast to the meager references to graduate rural women in the 

literature. The graduate women’s impressions of their experiences focused on two 

main phases of their adult educational lives: becoming and then being graduates. The 

remembered experiences, upon reflection, assumed significance in forming 

perceptions about their professional and everyday lives. The articulations of 

perceptions revealed two further dimensions of the participants’ experiences:  their 

introspective view of their situations and their contextual view of how they perceived 

community members regarded graduate rural women in their midst. Such were the 

reflective articulations of the participants that core concepts began to emerge to form 

a schema for the presentation and interpretation of the data upon which the 

conclusions of the research were based. The concepts became significant indicators of 

the impact and import of a university education for rural women, yet it was unclear 

from the research whether these concepts were developmental and therefore partially 

or wholly dependent upon each preceding one to gain strength, or whether they might 

co-exist as concepts having incidental regard for any preceding influences. Further 

research in this direction could inform the present situation which suggests that a 

developmental process could exist. Each of the concepts, which were not anticipated 

in the methodology at the commencement of the research, became apparent as the 

study progressed. Each indicated the presence of an inherent characteristic quality or 

feature or influence relevant to determining the impact and import of a university 

education for rural women - emerging from a range of experiences and perceptions 

when viewed and reviewed in the  totality of the information presented. 

 

The concepts tell a story - at first of satisfaction and fulfillment arising from 

the university experience and the application of ability in professional occupation - 

and continued by acknowledging the value of that competence in everyday life, even 

when times were hard and educated strategies for coping were needed. However, 

evidence of discouragement, disapproval and despondency followed when the 
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graduate women’s relationships with other community members were considered. The 

first six concepts reflected the introspective (and positive) acquisition and application 

of educational expertise. The last three concepts revealed the contextual (and 

constraining) perceptions of the graduate women’s experiences in rural communities. 

From the university experience, the becoming phase of graduate life, the core 

concepts of Cognisance (the opening of the mind to an awareness of knowing), 

Discipline (the measure of self-management), and Confidence (a self-assurance in 

conducting one’s affairs), emerged to illustrate the confident and assured impact and 

import of that stage of development and represented the tools which the students 

carried forward into the professional and everyday world, the being phase of graduate 

life. From the graduates’ experiences in this post-university context, the second set of 

core concepts emerged, again with an introspective and positive focus. Confidence 

was expressed through the application of Ability, followed by the attainment of a 

measure of Independence and the feeling of personal Satisfaction. In this introspective 

situation, the concepts of ability, independence and satisfaction were manifest in 

different ways depending upon the lives of the graduates and how they regarded 

themselves – as rural women combining professional occupation with everyday life, 

or otherwise as educated and qualified women in the community. In the professional 

situation, ability was expressed as occupational competence, financial independence 

granted freedom of choice and personal recognition, while satisfaction came from 

professional achievement – all were well defined. In everyday life, the application of 

ability became generalised and directed towards coping when times were hard, 

independence almost ceased to exist, and satisfaction with life’s situation centred 

around home, family and farm commitments and community involvement.  

 

The last three concepts, Constraint, Separation and Integration, were 

abstracted from the participants’ reflective assessments of community members’ 

attitudes to their presence in the community. In the professional situation Constraint 

was experienced in the graduate women’s professional development and professional 

opportunity. ‘Threat to status’ emerged as the principal obstruction to professional 

progress, with the main perpetrators being male superiors (either graduate or non-

graduate) and male relatives. This significant influence upon graduate women in both 

the professional and community contexts was seen to be partially due to the pervasive 
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‘Male Culture’ and also to traditional attitudes of both men and women resisting 

change. Professional acceptance of graduate women became subject to gender, age 

and experience considerations to a degree not encountered when compared with men 

of equal or lesser qualifications. 

 

Separation, possibly leading to professional and social isolation, became a 

consequence of community attitudes to graduate women. Where the graduates 

combined professional occupation with their daily lives, the women were likely to 

experience constraint, separation and isolation. At the community level the erstwhile 

professional threat to status became the ‘threat to power and control’, imposing a 

sense of separation where it was felt that graduate women would dominate, taking 

control of closely-held areas of authority. Social separation was also evident as a 

result of the few opportunities for communication on equal grounds, indicating that 

education and gender became the critical factors affecting the degree of separation or 

isolation experienced, with age and experience being of little consequence. 

 

The disjuncture between the perceptions of empowerment, commensurate with 

educational accomplishment, and the constraints placed upon rural women and their 

opportunities to fulfill their potential in the application of their professional abilities in 

the rural context was significant in its occurrence and ramifications. The existence of 

any hiatus between achievement and application of ability was cause for concern. 

There was a perceived loss or diminution of a valuable resource, in the same sense 

that mismanagement of water is to the detriment of the community. The participants 

intimated that they were keenly aware of the existing barriers to their progress and the 

potential deterioration of their qualifications contributing to the store intangible 

human resources, and that the recognition and preservation of their abilities were 

worthy of consideration at least equal to the attention the given to the more obvious 

tangible assets. 

 

In a theoretically ideal situation, unfettered acceptance and integration of 

graduate women with the rural community would be desirable. But that did not appear 

to be immediately evident in this study. The final concept, the achievement of 

Integration was seen to involve compromise and an understanding of each other’s 
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situations and abilities, from both the graduate women and the community members. 

From the participants’ points of view, progress could be achieved by listening to and 

learning from community members and their practical experiences and by accepting 

on equal terms any opportunities for integration. 

 

The Implications of the Findings 

The findings of this study were presented through the voices of the participants. The 

value for the graduate women who participated in this study independently of each 

other lies in the accumulated information from the research now being made manifest 

to them so that they also become more aware and informed of each other’s views as 

graduates living in rural communities. The picture painted by the emergent concepts 

identified in the interpretation of the data encapsulated the perceptions that had been 

diversely articulated by the participants. The value for other women, and men, beyond 

this study is that previously unrecorded opinions of a significant section of society 

may be recognised, giving graduate rural women a voice, a basis for further 

expression, and, for the first time, a collective presence and identity in the rural 

situation. From the picture developed through the emergent concepts it is now 

possible to see themes, relationships and associations of experiences from which 

further lines of enquiry might develop to illuminate the introspective and contextual 

understanding of what it means to be graduate rural women. 

 

However, benefits to be derived from attention to the research findings are 

dependent on their dissemination to other individuals, rural communities and service 

providers in the context of the voices of the graduate rural women who participated in 

this study, to offer a raised awareness of the lived realities of graduate rural women 

and the valuable resource they represent. It is known from this research, and within 

that frame of reference, that the introspective concepts of cognisance, discipline, 

confidence, ability, independence and satisfaction represented positive impressions of 

empowerment in the acquisition and application of professional competence.  

 

Graduate women, and those responsible for the education of women and men, 

can now follow lines of reasoning and form approaches to policy based on the 

findings and concepts of this study. Particularly relevant are the graduate women’s 
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first-hand descriptions of their struggles to achieve followed, in most cases, by the 

reward of ultimate success in their studies, with each experience indicating areas of 

attention for educators and service providers in general. The responsibility for 

diligence in management of human resources at university level is significant when 

the experience, for rural women, was shown to have the potential to be daunting, 

destabilising and even educationally terminal. The value of educating young and adult 

rural women needs to be recognised, so that circumstantial obstacles to their progress 

in obtaining a university degree, as recorded in this study,  can be minimised. 

 

It is the consequences of the remaining concepts – constraint, separation and 

integration – which have further significance. There are implications at many levels 

arising from these contextual emergent concepts. With the identification of the 

constraints placed upon graduate rural women in putting their skills into practice, 

there is a need to review the nature of the impediments to achievement. Such an 

enquiry might consider and include equality of access, opportunity and status, with 

men, in equivalent fields of expertise, together with assistance in the managing of 

constraining claims on rural women who would wish to pursue a professional career. 

The demands of family and family farms, the resultant lack of time available for study 

and professional practice, and the distance involved in participating in the 

professional life for which they have trained become relevant in determining measures 

for alleviating the concepts of constraint and separation for these university-educated 

community members. 

 

Communities and organisations within and beyond local areas have the task of 

managing their affairs in a manner which makes best use of available resources. The 

human resources to be considered and encouraged are not only those with whom they 

are in immediate contact, but include the rural women with current and potential skills 

and talents awaiting recognition. The success of professional employment programs, 

the efficacy of community stewardship and the relevance of extended state and 

national government agency recommendations for dealing with rural problems could 

gain benefit from the recognition of the graduate rural women in their midst. This 

becomes an improbable and speculative undertaking if nobody really knows who they 

are, where they live and what they do. For members of rural communities, an 
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awareness of the sentiments of the graduate women with whom they share their lives 

could provide a basis for the development of further understanding and integration 

and the development and employment of underutilised human resources.  

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

As a study of the impact and import of a university education for rural women had not 

been undertaken before, this research was a first step towards understanding the 

methodological, educational and social issues involved. The recommendations for 

further enquiry extend from each phase of this study, recognising that the material 

presented here, and its method of acquisition, are seen as being central to, and 

supportive of, a wider sphere of knowledge enrichment. The concepts emerging from 

the articulations of the 29 women participants as they described their impressions of 

rurality, and becoming and being university graduates in the rural context, invite 

exploration in a number of areas. 

 

Firstly, the gathering of information was accomplished by e-mail 

correspondence. The use of this medium for conducting grounded research interviews 

was not seen to be recorded elsewhere, and therefore was an innovative undertaking. 

Its specific suitability for this research centred upon the competence of the 

participants in conversing readily by this means. Other methods of data collection, 

and with other levels of target populations, could be tested to ascertain if the quality 

and validity of data obtained by alternate means of communication and recording, 

such as the use of case studies and taped interviews, would provide the similarly rich 

information flowing from the reflective contributions of participants via written 

narrative as in this study. Innovative methods, such as the use of e-mail data 

collection in educational and social research would appear to be consistent with 

information and digital technology methods applied to research data analysis. 

 

Secondly, the extraction of core concepts has been central to this study in 

helping to determine the impact and import of the university experience and graduate 

status. The concepts, as they emerged in this study, appeared (but were not proven) to 

be developmental with each being dependent to some extent upon the preceding. For 

example using the university experience of becoming a graduate: Were the first three 
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concepts of cognisance, discipline and confidence progressive and did they contribute, 

and to what extent, to the growth of ability and its application in professional and 

everyday life? Research to explore the existence, or otherwise, of developmental 

connections in the growth of awareness through to confidence, within the university 

context and in other areas of learning, is seen as a key area to be explored. The 

concepts emerging from this study were of course relevant to this study, but 

nevertheless I believe, could be transferable to wider applications and other areas of 

research. It remains to be known if perceptions from other fields of human endeavour 

and experience reflect the same or similar concepts as those abstracted in this study. 

Should this be the case it may be appropriate, in future research methodology, to 

consider such a schema of concepts for their relevance in research approach and 

design.  

 

Thirdly, a closer examination of issues relevant to graduate rural women could 

provide more detailed information on this newly-defined section of society which now 

has a collective presence and voice. A similar exploration of other classes of 

community members in varied locations could provide valuable comparative material. 

The relationships between urban and rural, men and women, graduates and non-

graduates, and adult and mature-age persons within these respective parameters could 

be explored both as time-bound and longitudinal studies. An in-depth study, building 

upon the articulations in this research, could explore the more detailed aspects of the 

effects of attitudes and influences, such as the feminist movement, on graduate rural 

women and the comparisons to be drawn between those findings and the extant 

literature on feminism.  

 

 The final area suggested for further research is related to the disjuncture 

which became evident in this study between the acquisition of educational 

qualifications and their application, by graduate rural women, in enhancing the well-

being of individuals and the community as a whole. The issues contained in this 

section on community acceptance and integration included the extent of the ‘threat to 

status’ and the ‘threat to power and control’ which appeared to be evident when non-

graduates were confronted by graduate women in professional and everyday life. 

Further, there were issues of traditional themes, male culture, and the irrelevance of 
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women’s endeavours making them seem invisible.  There is now a need to explore the 

networks of power and meaning that constrain graduate women living and working in 

rural communities and the strategies that they use in dealing with those networks. 

 

Eugene Ionesco is quoted as saying that “It is not the answer that enlightens, 

but the question”. From the research question, giving voice to graduate rural women, 

so many more questions have arisen which may challenge enquiring minds of the 

future. The recommendations for further enquiry extend from each phase of this study 

as from a central core, its focus, to support a wider sphere of knowledge enrichment. 

The scope of the study and its implications may be seen to radiate from the present 

framework in the form of questions raised about themes and networks of power, 

relationships and influences in society, professional fulfilment and constraint, 

utilisation of resources for community benefit, and not least, the potential behind the 

now recognised voice of graduate rural women in their role of informing the human 

project. 
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Appendix A: Selection of Participants 

 
Participant Selection Process 
 
a) Identify the target area of NSW – broadly, the north-west. 
 
b) Set latitude and longitude map references, to define and name grid areas: 
 
Latitude and Longitude: 29.00 /  141.00 being the north-west corner of NSW 
 
141.00  142.00  143.00  144.00  145.00  146.00  147.00  148.00  149.00 
142.00  143.00  144.00  145.00  146.00  147.00  148.00  149.00  150.00 
      A        B           C          D          E          F           G           H          I  
 
29.00   
30.00          1 
   each area being approx. 110 x 96 sq.kms = 10,560 sq.kms 
30.00  
31.00          2 
    
31.00   
32.00        3 
 
c) Cross-reference with the World Aeronautical Chart for the area. 
 
d) Consult NRMA Maps 3 (ed.2) and Map 6 (ed.2) to identify and list the localities 
within the grid area.  
 
e) Consult the telephone directories which contain the identified localities: 
 
N01Y  
N05Y 
N10Y 
 
f) From the N05Y directory, ( including Bourke and Cobar), 
consult the yellow pages for suitable classifications (including Graziers). 
   
g) From the classifications, select one heading as the initial contact group. 
 
h) Select individual entries from the yellow page listing of that group, choosing only 
those entries whose addresses are associated with localities within the grid area. 
 
i) Send the introductory  documents to each of the selected entries. 
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Appendix B: Introductory Correspondence 

 
Initial letter – Participant Application Form – The Land newspaper article 

 
Initial Letter 
 
My address and contact details. 

Date, addressee details and greeting, followed by the body of the letter: 

 
The purpose of this letter is to introduce myself by explaining the research I 

am undertaking and to invite you to participate in the study. 
 

The purpose of the research is to conduct a comprehensive assessment of the 
significance of a university education for those graduate women, whose interests are 
centred upon life in rural or remote areas of the north-west region of New South 
Wales.    
 

While there is abundant literature about rural women, including references to 
those who wish to commence some form of tertiary education, little, if any, attention 
is given to those who have already obtained university accreditation and are living in 
rural communities. 
 

The significance of the research emerges from its focus on such women’s 
experiences, and the purpose of the study is to present a previously unrecorded 
account of, and by, graduate rural women of their perspective as graduates on 
themselves and their place in rural communities. 
 

The issues which could be addressed from the graduate women’s viewpoint 
are wide-ranging. They may cover matters of concern to all country people - such as 
rural economics (including financial survival and employment), health, welfare, 
education and communication. In particular, the issues extend to those which may be 
of special relevance to rural women, such as the perceived value or underutilisation of 
their own expertise and their experiences in taking up either professional or other 
roles. 
 

The results of the study are to form my submission of a thesis, to Griffith 
University in Brisbane, for the award of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. It is 
anticipated that publication of the assessment will make a worthwhile contribution to 
public knowledge about a seldom-recognised section of the rural community. 
 

As stated above, one purpose of this letter is to invite participation in the 
study. I am asking for rural women, who have a university degree, to respond initially 
by writing to me, so that I might make contact and discuss further plans for 
participation in the study. This is an opportunity to give additional recognition to your 
points of view in the context of a formal study. 
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It is anticipated that the greater part of the research would be undertaken by 
correspondence, telephone, facsimile or e-mail, and where mutually appropriate and 
agreeable, by interview at a later stage. There is absolutely no binding commitment to 
continuing, if at any stage you would prefer to discontinue. The sources of all 
information and opinions provided will remain anonymous to all but myself, as this 
research is totally my own independent effort. The length of time required to be 
involved in the study could vary considerably, at your discretion, as all information, 
be it a little or a lot, is equally valuable and welcomed.  
 

If this project does not seem applicable to you, or you are not interested in 
participating, I would appreciate it if you would pass on my enquiry to others for their 
consideration. 
 

To assist you in your initial reply to me, I have included a “no stamp required” 
envelope for use with the form on page three. The form may also be photocopied for 
other interested people. Please feel free to ask any questions or supply information 
additional to that mentioned on the form, or to call me with any queries, or to offer 
suggestions as to other sources of participants. 
 
I thank you for your time in reading this letter, and look forward to receiving your 
reply. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
(Mrs) A. Kay Redpath 
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Participant Application Form : 
 
 
I have read your introductory letter, and would like to be considered for participation 
in your study on Graduate Rural Women 
I understand that I am under no obligation in any way by completing the following 
form, and that the source of all information provided will be totally confidential to 
you. 
 
 
 
Name: (Title)………  First Name………………….Family Name ……..…..………… 
  
 
Address: 
…………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…… 
 
 
Telephone…………………………………….   Facsimile 
……………………………….. 
 
E-mail ……………………………………….. 
 
 
Additional Information or Questions: 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
Fold this form into the pre-paid window face envelope provided,  
or  contact (details provided and  envelope enclosed). 
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The Land Newspaper Article 
 
The Land Magazine, 18th January, 2001, page 2. 
 
 
Focus On Women   
 
People from throughout NSW are being sought to contribute to a landmark research 
program focusing on women who have a university degree and are living, or who 
have lived, in rural and remote areas of the State. 
  

The research will be used to assess the significance of  a university education 
for graduate women whose interests are in rural and remote areas of the State. 

 
The pilot program, undertaken during the past year, has involved a small  

section of graduate rural women from the far north-west of NSW, but the study has 
been extended to a wider area. 

 
The study is not confined to rural women who are professionally employed, 

but includes all graduate of all ages. 
 
Most of the research is done `y email correspondence, telephone or fax. The 

study focuses on graduate rural women’s experiences and observations as well as 
other country people and their impressions of the significance of a university 
education for rural women and their communities. 

 
Researcher, Kay Redpath, said all information would be treated confidentially. 

 
(Contact details supplied.) 
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Appendix C: Following Correspondence 

 
Letter 
 
My address and contact details 

Date 

Addressee details and greeting, followed by the body of the letter: 

 
 
My thanks again to you for responding to my research enquiry.  
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Add individual, personalised response here – then continue with standard words to 
end. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

We are now embarking on the first stage of the study, and no doubt you are 
curious as to what form your participation will take and what will be asked (not 
expected!) of you. Before I can explain these matters to you, I must give you an 
insight into what the study is all about. Then you will realise just what part you can 
play. 
 

The thesis I am preparing for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy is focused on 
“Graduate Rural Women” (GRW), that is, women who, at some time in their lives, 
have obtained a university degree and now are (or have been) part of the rural/remote 
areas of New South Wales. The background and explanation of the study are 
contained in the following paragraphs, which are extracts from the thesis. 
 

The distinction between the urban and rural areas of Australia, and between 
rural areas themselves, is often expressed in terms which include ‘non-urban’, ‘rural’, 
‘regional’, ‘country’, ‘outback’, ‘remote’, ‘the bush’, and ‘back of beyond’.  While 
urban centres are seen to share a wide range of characteristics, which tend to 
emphasise their similarities (as fostered by town-planning regulations and city 
ordinances), non-urban areas have been shown to display, but not necessarily share, 
equally diverse attributes. Consequently, descriptions of non-urban areas tend to 
reflect the effects of diversities rather than of similarities.  
 

For the residents of non-urban New South Wales, the diversities, with which 
they have to cope, are seen as major influences in shaping their lives. In the case of 
both men and women, survival of self and enterprise in the outback frequently 
requires the making of decisions and the adjustment to changing circumstances, not 
only at first hand and on a daily basis, but also over time. This process, based on these 
diverse and often personally unique experiences resulting from such change and 
adaptation, may be seen to affect the formation of beliefs, attitudes and opinions, and 
to colour the expression of self-situation perceptions.   
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The effect of the process is, however, dependent to some extent upon the 
influence of each resident’s life-background, of which one particular aspect is 
important to this study - that of a university education. Many of the rural women of 
New South Wales are known, via census statistics, to have university qualifications. 
Consequently, it is the graduate rural women’s perceptions of the place and 
significance of their university education in their current situation which occupies the 
attention of this study. 
 
While it is known that there are graduate women throughout rural New South Wales, 
the significance, both to themselves and to their communities, of their presence as 
graduates, remains unexplored and undocumented. 
 

Over the past several decades it has been recognised that girls, from 
established rural backgrounds, are encouraged to take up the opportunity of studying 
at a tertiary level, with this higher education frequently culminating in the attainment 
of a university degree. However, these rural born-and-bred young women may also be 
joined in country localities by similarly qualified women who have come to reside in 
the rural community through choice or circumstance.  
 

The subsequent level of engagement, by these women, in professional 
employment and in other activities in the rural environment involving their 
educational expertise, has been a matter for conjecture only. It lies with the graduate 
country-women themselves to express their impressions of their situations before 
others may begin to understand the influence and significance of a university 
education in their lives, and of the implications which this might have for the rural 
communities in which they live.  
 

One pertinent example of such an implication, is illustrated by the attention 
given by state and federal governments and the media to the issue of skilling and re-
skilling the workforce, with certain focus upon rural women’s access to educational 
opportunities. By contrast, little, if any, recognition has been given to the already-
skilled graduates who reside in rural communities. In fact, the word most frequently 
encountered in the literature to describe the women who contribute to the rural 
community is “invisible”. Yet the actual, or potential, contribution to be made by 
graduate rural women to their environment may not only be in recognised 
professional practice. The presumed idiomatic expression of expertise and point of 
view may be seen in a variety of other life-circumstances, as studied through the eyes 
of those who are the focus of the study. 
 

The matters of concern to the participants may be expected to embrace not 
only those areas which are important to all country people - such as rural economics 
(including financial survival and employment), health, welfare, education and 
communication - but also those matters which are of such a nature as to invite a 
particular response from the graduate rural women. The study will document their 
opinions about, concerns with, and attitudes, beliefs, responses and solutions to 
situations and problems which may encompass matters such as the value of their own 
expertise, the difficulties experienced by rural communities in attracting professionals 
to work in their midst, or whatever might eventuate from their replies. 
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In summary, the purpose of the research will be to explore the meaning, to 
graduate rural women, of their university experience and its impact on their lives in 
the rural situation. Their perceptions of how they see themselves, and how they view 
their current situation, expressed as viewpoints by the participants during the course 
of the study, are intended to reflect the influence of their university education within 
the rural context in which they are living.  
 

This study, rather than being just a ‘dry’ questionnaire, completed by ticking 
boxes, is far more ‘human’. The areas to consider can cover every aspect of life in the 
country – from expectations as a young graduate to the reality of what happens with 
the passage of time – from what ‘having a degree’ means to the country woman, and 
how that contrasts with the way in which others in the community regard the graduate. 
 

There are many instances where the discipline involved in gaining a degree is 
of great value, not only in a professional sense, but in dealing with situations where a 
level of competence is expected of you by others, even in day to day family and 
community life. There may also be instances of isolation because of your level of 
education and your ‘intrusion’ as a newly-wed into an established family property, but 
there may also be great personal rewards. 
 

The information I am seeking, therefore, may have many facets – such as your 
perceptions of those circumstances I have just mentioned and also, and very 
importantly, illustrative, anecdotal stories of the real situations you have experienced. 
 
The broad question I am asking you to answer is,  
 
“What do you, as a graduate rural woman, perceive to be the impact and import of 
your university studies?” 
 

Overall, I would like you to express your perception of the value and 
significance of your university degree in all that you experience and write about as 
you review all the aspects of your life. Has it been worthwhile – in what way? How 
has it influenced you as a person? How has it helped you live under your present 
circumstances? 
 
You might ask:  where do I start – how do I write it – how much do I write - what are 
you expecting? 
 

There are no restrictions on what you write about or how you present your 
thoughts. Notes, clippings, essays, brief comments, dot points, floppy discs, tapes, 
diagrams, photos, newspaper articles with your comments attached, reminiscences, 
family stories, anything which expresses your viewpoint. 
 

You may wish to express your views in detail about a particular issue which is 
important to your situation, or you may wish to have your say about matters in 
general. You do not have to be using your degree in a professional sense (at a 
recognised occupation) – you may work on the property or away or not work at all. 
You may have interests in community/rural projects or in just being with your family 
on the land. 
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How much to write? – Just as much or as little as you wish. I am grateful for 

the smallest contribution, knowing how precious time is. Please do not feel burdened 
by any obligation to this study. Rather, I would hope that with an exchange of 
correspondence as the study progresses, (and as I acknowledge your replies), you will 
find more to add which might not have occurred to you at first. 
 

There are some standard questions which I would first like you to answer. All 
information is entirely confidential as I am the only researcher and no names or 
identifying details will be written up unless you so request.  
 
The questions are on the next page. 
 
If you do not wish to use the pages provided, please feel free to reply in whatever 
manner your choose. 
 
I thank you in anticipation of your contribution, 
 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Kay Redpath 
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Information Pages     
 
A.  
Name:   
 
Address:  
 
 
Communications: 
Telephone(s)      
 
Facsimile(s) 
 
E-mail   
 
 
Age Group:  
 
 20  to  40 years  40  to  55 years       Over 55 years    (this box is ME) 
  
              
B. 1. 
University degree(s)  
Abbreviated  Description in full  from ? University Year 
(e.g. B.Ed.  Bachelor of Education   Sydney University  1970) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please add any comments or information you wish, or attach additional pages: 
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2. How long have you been a ‘rural’ person? 
 
Please answer with any comment or information you wish.  
 
e.g. ‘All my life’  or  ‘for the last thirty years’ or ‘until I was twenty and moved to the 
city for ten years, before returning to the property in the 1980s’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Could you please indicate what  the word ‘rural’ means to you. 
 
Please add any comments or information you wish, or attach additional pages: 
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3. Have you used your degree(s) in professional practice at any time?  
 
If you wish, please add comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Has (have) your degree(s) been of use in other ways at any time?  
 
If you wish, please add comments: 
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5. Thank you for answering the above ‘standard’ questions. 
 
Please feel free to ask any questions or contribute any material even though you may 
be doubtful of its relevance. It all helps me form a ‘picture’ of the whole. 
 
 
 
Now for the main question as explained in the first few pages: 
 
 
“What do you, as a graduate rural woman, perceive to be the impact and import 
of your university studies?” 
 
 
There is no ‘deadline’ to meet, so please do not feel that you must answer in a hurry. 
Your considered opinions are most valuable to me, so do take the time to think of all 
the aspects of your life as they relate to being a graduate woman. However, you do 
not have to ‘save it all up’ to submit in one package. I would be happy to receive your 
Information Pages first, covering points 1 – 4, followed by as much as you are able to 
send me from time to time over the next few months, in answer to the main question 
above, number 5. 
 
Please send your Information Pages, and your writing, comments and information etc.   
addressed to:  (reply-paid details provided). 
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Appendix D: Encouragement 
 
In reply to my initial invitation to participate, the very first respondent advised: 
 
 Hello Kay, 
 What an interesting thesis! 
 What a boring letter! 
 Read Alan Pease’s Write Language, 
 Find an editor and I will help you. 
 Happy Christmas, 
 (Signed) 
 
As a reply was required, I chose to write in similar vein: 
 
 There once was a time, (her name - - -), 
 Your words would make me feel ill; 
 But if to read Allan Pease 
 Is your standard to please, 
 Let’s agree on Christmas good-will. 
 
 Best wishes, 
 Kay Redpath 
 
Later: 
 Good Morning Kay. 

 My last letter probably sounded rather blunt an ungracious and not very 
encouraging. That was not my intention. I wish you well with your project and 
have sent your letter on to quite a few other country women I know with 
degrees. 
Good luck with your research. (Signed) 
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