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Introduction: 

Rural education - where does it beginc? Where does it end? 
111 lnally ways. education in a r ~ ~ r a l  community. is a relatively 
seamless, and lifelong, process. On the f x ~ n ,  it begins in very early 
childhood. as lack of orga~ised childcare, and the nature of the old- 
fashiolled falllily farm, dictate that even the youngest Inember is at 
least present for Sarm chores. My own 'rural education' began in 
1993 when a lil'e-long dream c a n e  true. and my partiler and I 
ventured illto the countryside. bought a 11~111. and a couple of goats. 
and immersed ourselves in our new commui~ity. This immersion 
included shifting my teaching and resexch interests at the Faculty 
of Education. at the University of Western Ontaio, to include 
supervision of student teachers in rural schools; becoming involved 
in 4-H clubs ~hroug1-1 our growing herd of goats. I was soon 
st~idyillg vru-ious facets of rural education. This included 
agriculture in the classroom programs. the impact of rural school 
closures (both immediate and imminent), rural teachers past and 
present. and adult education opporlunilies for rural women 
entrepreneurs. As my research ventures moved more deeply into 
the rural. ihe metl-lods of oral history seemed to be the most natural 
way to proceed and moved me from topic to topic as I became 
better acquainted with the educators. the learners, the issues and the 
venues of rural education. 



Our learning curve 011 the fwm has been steep as we've 
become accusto~ned to using a chain saw and heating with wood; 
conserving water from our well (after it was finally hooked up to  
the house); and thawing froze11 water buckets for the goats. 0111- 

lives now revolve around the seasonal cycles of breeding, births, 
and some deaths, as we tend our herd of goats, our dogs, and the 
assortment of house cats, ban1 cats. and the occasiollal oi-phaned 
racoon. rabbit. weasel, and other wildlife. There is a deep 
satisfaction that comes from observing nature up close, though 
we've leal-11ed to temper our heroic attempts to save all creatures 
great and small. accepting that so~netillles nature ~llust take its 
course. There is also a much greater appreciation for our food, the 
weather. environmental concerns. community, and co~l~ltless other 
things. so many of which are taken for granted. or ignored, in an 
urban setting. The things that I have 1ea11ed 011 the fa i~n.  so far. 
have given new life to my teaching and research. As an academic. 
I had long been interested in the sociology of youth, youth groups. 
education. and pal-ticularl y issues related to gender equity. As w e  
became more and more integrated into our new. rural community. I 
observed the children and adults wound us. as they engaged in their 
traditional acti\rilies of 4-H clubs. fall fairs. Women's Institutes. 
church suppers. and exchanges of news and views at our general 
store. In  often-serendipitous ways. my growing interest in and 
knowledge offlu-~n and J-ural life has found its way into my teaching 
and research. It has enabled me to attract new stude~lts with similar 
interests, forge contncls with colleagues in other disciplines. and 
build new net\vorl<s both on and off-campus. I am now able to 
bring the farm into the classroom as I teach my student teachers-to- 
be. and teacllers already in the profession. about agricultural and 
rural issues. The hlnl also PI-ovides an ideal classroom to teach 
disparate groups in a less f o ~ ~ n a l  way. Our "st~~dents" range from 
a busload of glade 3 students li-om a city sc11001, to visiting 
exchange stuclents from Korea. We also host local 4-H clubs. 
Brownie troops. and Women's Instilute groups interested in goats. 
and the old Ihshionecl sliills of making soap 2111d cheese (which we 
have lcarnccl along thc way). Participation in the nearby la11 fairs 
where we show our goats is yet another opportunity to educate 



others about these wonderful creatures. We have also acquired some 
vetel-inary skills as we diagnose and treat our animals for various 
ailments, in coi~sultation with our local large animal veteiinaian. My 
partner's reputatio11 has grown as a sltilled rnid-wife to not ollly our 
own goats but to others in the area who call in a panic when h e y  are 
in the middle of a difficult birth and do~l't ICIIOW what to do. Most of 
these slulls have beell leaxed and shared through the oral traditioil 
with friends, neighbours, veterinarians, etc. 

As both obse~ver and participant, student and teachel-, I 
have gradually rnoved past the tendency to want to rornanticise all 
things rural and agricultural. There is ~nuch  nostalgia and 
inyfl~ology connected with the i-ural way of life. Butala (1994) and 
Bonner (1997) are among solne recent Canadian authors who 
explore this phe~~ornei~on from quite different perspectives. 
Though I continue to relish this life and lifestyle, I have also heard, 
observed and experienced enough in our doze11 years here, to 
appreciate tile realities and coiltradictio~ls which abound in the 
stories frorn and about rural communities. For example. the retired 
rural women teachers I am interviewing lor my cunel~t research 
prefer to tell me about the joys they recall from theil- cal-eers 
ranging from the one rooln schooll~ouse to the coilsolidated cei~tral 
school. However. a little gentle prodding eljcits someti~~les 
reluctant. sometimes painf~il stories about isolation. sexual 
harassment. inistalces made. and failures buried belleat11 the more 
positive recollections. 111 the most south-weste~n corners of the 
province, black women teachers were only allowed to teach in the 
rural scl~ools. due to the segregation that lasted into the 1960s in 
sonle com~nunities and the racism which cond~~ued well beyond 
that date. That's not to say that the positives become overwl~elmed 
by the less happy ~nemories. just that these are less easily told and 
shared. And mtlch of this history has not yet been recorded in the 
existing written histories. 

For these reasons. oral history becornes the preferred 
inethod for collecting narl-atives from both yomlg and old 
co11111~~1nity members Ibr whom this life is like the air they breath - 
not something that is collsidered pxticularly worth sharing with a 



resea-chec The number of times I've heard, "you're probably 
wasting your time. but I can meet with you if you like.. . ."! 

My research had always relied on oral history metl~ods. 
The na~l-atives I was to collect would help rile ~nalte sense of n o t  
0111~ my ow17 new rural context, but of the lives. and experiences. 
of those who had lived the rural life lor many generatioils before I 
set foot into this community. My 'info~mants' are my neighbours 
and those they suggest I speak to next. They we teachers in the  
rural scl~ools, community leaders. youth ~ n e ~ n b e r s  of 4-H clubs, 
women involved with rural community development initiatives, 
lanners, and members of the Women's Institutes. Oral history has  
11oi oilly helped provide new insights into various facets of rural 
education around me. it has also led me from one research topic t o  
the next as my participants have identified individuals and topics 
that were connected to the discussion we were having. Thus. this 
article is 1nol-e about the evolution of my resea-ch on rural 
education. through oral Ilistory. than about the detailed findings of 
each of these projects (either documented elsewhere or still i n  
progress - see references). 

Agriculture in the Classroo~il 

Among the first research projects I engaged in upon 
moving to the farm was the well-organised and networlied 
Ag~iculture in the Classsoo~n progran~. A neighbouring goat farnler 
invited me to participate in the special day set aside for school 
children at the begi1711ing of the local fall lair. Farn~el-s in the area 
volunteered their time and livestoclc to set up inter-active displays 
on this day. while bus-loads of school children arrived from nearby 
schools to view the animals and equipment, talk to the Sarnlers. and 
learn about their particular farming activities. I learned that 
'Agriculture in the Classroom' programs have proliferated 
throughoi~t the province of Ontario. and elsewhere in Canada. since 
the mid-1970s. spearheaded by a group called Wornen for the 
Survival of Agriculture. Canada was experiencing 1\11 economic 



recession, and f m n  fanilies were in ciisis as they struggled to 
survive 011 their fmns  that could no longer sustai~l a family. 
Despite off-farm jobs. farmers were declaring banlu-uptcy, the 
younger ge~~eration was relucta~lt to c a ~ y  on with the seemingly 
thankless job of farming, and the a l m ~  beIIs were sounded: 
Canada's family farms were in da~iger of disappearing. Spurred on 
by these local, grass-roots lobby groups, the Millistry of Agiiculture 
and Food, together with the Mi11ist1-y of Education, began to 
develop cur~iculum guidelines to answer the questio~ls of teachers 
and students and integrate agricultural issues into the school 
cunlcul~~m. Ministry officials and local school boards organised 
worlcsho~~s; vol~inteers f1-01n the fCuming community began to visit 
classroo~~ls as agric~~ltural ambassadors, and slowly bridges were 
built between neigI1boi11-ing urban and rural communities. Children 
who had never- set foot 011 a farm, or thought about where their food 
oliginated. were now given opportunities to visit fmns  or special 
educatio~lal days at nearby fairs. Fa~ll~ers were trained and provided 
wit11 resources so that they could communicate with both young and 
older urbanites. and non-Sa~ming rural residents as well. about their 
vocation. and dispel myths about Sal~ning. animal welfare. h o d  
safety. and the role of ag~icultu~-e in the local economy. 

Today, a fom~al  organization, Ontario Agri-Food 
Education. Inc. (OAFE) provides ongoing, full-time support to 
classroom teachers. I11 this collaborative venture between the 
Ministries oS Agriculture and Education. teachers and cun-iculum 
specialists contl-ibute their expertise together with representatives 
from the va~ious agricultulal com~llodity groups who help fund the 
cuniculum resource matel-ials tailored to meet the guidelines of 
various subjects and age groups. As a prol'essor in a Faculty of 
Education. OAFE provides me with resources, speakers, 
worlcshops. and fieldtrips for my students. The students, in turn. 
take away fro111 these expel-iences ar~nloads of high quality 
curriculum materials (free of charge) and new ideas for 
invigorating their c ~ ~ ~ ~ i c u l u r n  in ways which are of great interest to 
students of all ages. 



I have foulld that those who a-e actively ilivolved in these 
types of organisations are usually active in more ways than one - 
rural networks a e  well-established and highly successful webs o f  
communication and advocacy. For example, one of the participants 
in lily research interviews came to my attellti011 first as the editor o f  
the provilicial goat breeders' llewsletter to which I subsclibe. 
Subsequently, I discovered that she was the Chair of tlie Ontario 
Agli-Food Education organisation's board of directors. She had 
also been active ill 4-H clubs, introducing these to her rural school 
in Northein Olitcvio where she had been an elelnelitary school 
teacher ~lntil she retired. And. as with SO 1na11y people, her foray 
illto this area all began rather innocently. As slie said "it all began 
with a rooster alid a hen.. .actually it started i11 1976 when my son. 
lie was just finishing kindelgarten and he invited his kindelgarten 
teacher to his 6th biilliday pa-ty. Alid when she came to the party 
she bl-ought him a hen and a rooster. .. and that started the whole 
evolution. Yeah - they lived in the doghouse the first sumines. the 
next summer we built this chiclceli coop. And we got more 
chickens. and then we got some d ~ l c l i ~ .  and tlle11 I Sell in love with 
this goat and 1 bought he]- for $10 and she spent her first winter in 
the cliicl<en coop. And i t  just sort of grew ancl grew - oS course. 
\?/lien I'm excited about something, my Sa~i~ily and lily class got 
excited about i t  ~uid I found I could use solne of these things. 
chickens. duclcs. and goats and rabbits and anything I could get the 
kids interested in learning. So I started to use i t  as a Iiook for their 
learning. Then. oh exly  '80s. I discovered these was an 
agl-iculture-in- tlie- classroom progmm in tlie States. so I got 
resources fro111 there. And then tlie 4-H progmm came a\lailable 
and 1 got ilivol\~ed with the 4-H program and the11 took it illto the 
classroom and then our school started doing 4-H.. . and i t  all 
evolved fro~ii a chicken and a lien!" This woman. though officially 
retil-ed. has been honoured for lier many vo1untee1- services by the 
PI-ovincial government. and continues to be an active presence at 
county fair displays. in classroonis across the province. and is 
p~itting lier many talents to use in the service of agriculture. My 
interview with her was set up because she was a retired woman 
teaches wit11 a histosy of teaching in l-i~ral schools. The content of 



the actual interview, however, covered allnost every rural I-esearch 
topic I have ever pursued: 4-H clubs, agric~ilture in the classroom, 
teaching in a rural school, and even goats! 

4-H Clubs 

I also became intrigued with the 4-H clubs in our area. It 
seemed everyone I rnet in the community - youth or adult - was in 
some way engaged in this series of rural clubs. The youngsters 
could choose frorn a variety of topics ranging from the agricult~ir-a1 
to those ~vith a home economics foundation, and still others with a 
broader, 'life sltills' focus. Adults with expertise in any of these 
areas volunteered their time as leaders for a series of meetings, field 
trips. and as invited guest spealters. to educate the youth about a 
particular topic. Experiential learning is not a new phenomena. 
John Dewey and many other education experts over the years, Iiave 
advocated 1ia11ds-011 learrlirlg; getting out of the classroo~n to 
experience things first hand, and leaning by doing. The 4-H clubs 
(the Sour H's stand for: Head. Heat.  Hands and Health) found in 
rural Ontario and elsewliere, are inodels of this way of learning. 
beyond the school. Of course. faml children have always learned 
in this way. Fro111 a very young age. children are expected to 
contribute to the day to day chores on a Iamily f a m .  to the best of 
their abilities. The 4-H clubs expand their l~osizoi~s to life-skills 
and agricultural clubs through the guidance of local leaders, who 
are often farmers thernselves. Generations of rural youth have 
elljoyed and Ieai-ned from dozens of 4-H clubs ranging from dairy 
and beef clubs, to crol~s, tractors. baking, sewing. photography. and 
many other topics. Each club culminates with a project. whether 
showing their calves at a local fair, or mounting a photo exhibit and 
the community is treated to the skills of its youth. Despite the 
growi~lg availability of rnore urban activities - organized sports. 
Brownies and Cub Scouts. conlputer games and malls. 4-H clubs 
co~ltinue to thrive and are updated regularly in keeping with current 
youth interests. 



The members of 4-H increasingly view themselves a s  
educatoi-s of city youth, and of others ignora~it about even the most 
basic things related to fanning. As one teenaged member who 
raises sheep told me: "people don't lcnow anything about slieep; 
instead of saying 'wool' tliey say 'fur' and I say NO - they're s o  
ignorant when it conies to that!" Anotlier was frustrated by the 
stereotypes associated with fanners: "that fa-mess go X O L I I I ~  in 
overalls and fork manure! It's not trne - they don't lcnow that it 
talces a lot of responsibility to be a fanner - lilce country people 
IUIOW a lot more about city people 'cause it's just Inore interest in 
that, it's really disappointing. They don't think that people who 
faun are all that intelligent or anything and you have to be. YOL~ 
have to have your wits about you on a fann otherwise you're not 
going to do well. You have to lcnow when a ewe is going to lamb. 
or when the crop is ready to hasvest, it's lilce colnmon sense, you 
grow up with it. I don't know - I just think the ignorance is 
appalling as Pas as I'm concerned." Another of the 4-H members, 
a 16-yeai--old high school student. chose to do her geography 
11ro-ject on an agiicultui-a1 topic. "We had an end of the year project 
that was worth a lot and I did my pro-ject on beef cattle and used a 
lot oS my 4-H resources that helped me. My li-iend did i t  on cattle 
too and I'm sure 4-H helped her too. A lot of people don't 
~inderstand how food is grown - I  think tliey need to know, and that 
Sariners put a lot of work into it. if we didn't have farmers we 
wouldn't have that mucli food." When asked how 4-H dil'l'ered 
from scl~ool. anofl~er young member responded that "in scliool you 
learn math and stuff lilce that. here in 4-H you leani to I-~111 a fa1-m. 
how to malce it work. and how to work with different animals. It's 
totally difl'erent things that you lerm. I can learn about a cow in 
biology. but I lla\)e hands-on in 4-H". 

It has been a pleasure for us to host visits by 4-H clubs to 
our Sa-111 each year. Local Goat cli~bs and Dairy clubs come for an 
evening or an nStesnoon to tour our bam, learn about various breeds 
01 goats, and to make cheese 01- soap with the goat's ~nilk.  Even 
though these are farm Icids, some will try their hand at millcing a 
goat lor the first time. and taste goat's milk cheese. li-esh from oils 



kitchen. Each will go home with a szu~~ple of goat's milk soap. 
Fostering good comrnu~lity relationships, teaching children and 
adults about the wonders of the inquisitive goat, and sharing the joy 
of goat lcids at play, is all a part of our r~iral experience. These 
expe~iellces have also enabled me to better understand the unique 
aspects of rural co~n~nu~l i t ies  and rural education. 

The Rural Practicum 

As an advisor to student teachers on place~neilt in rural 
schools in my county, 1 serve as a liaison between the schools and 
the aspiring teachers, many of whom have had no previous 
experience with rural life. I also 1ea-11 kibout the issues i'acin,o rill-a1 
schools: the difficulties of recr~iiting and retaining rural teachers. 
the continual threat of rural school closures and the devastating 
impact this has on a rural community. 111 the more rural provinces 
in Canada, a school of a dozen or 30 stude~lts is still considered 
viable. given the distances they must travel. 111 the more urbanised 
region in which 1 live. the board is closing down schools of 400 or 
more students. despite studies which show this to be not cost- 
effective. There is little appreciation for what the loss ol' a school 
does to a single scI~oo1 ri~ral community. When the children are 
bussed lor long hours to the ~~eares t  town or city. and are ullable to 
do their m o n ~ i ~ ~ g  chores. or pxticipate in exh-a-cull-jcular activities. 
this not only compromises their families but also the quality of their 
education. Passio~late groups of parents, studellts and community 
meinbers gather each time a school is identified for closure, but 
their concerns seen1 to fall 011 deaf ears in the provi~~cial capital 
where far111i11g is a ro~nanticised and remote concept. Meanwhile. 
rural principals complain that their sc11ooIs serve as trailling centres 
for- the newest teachers. Ires11 from teachers' college. or novice 
adminish-ators, who quickly transfer to an urban school when the 
opportunity presents itself. The amalgamation oP urban and ruml 
school boards has not helped in this regard - i t  is even easier to 
transfer now withi17 the expanded bowd, and the rural scllools al-e 
fi~rther marginalized as dkectives come Isom the urban board 
offices. Teachers also need to ~mderstand the seaso~lal demands 



placed on st~~deilts from fa-miilg families and the ways in which 
schools accom~nodate these needs. Though the school boards n o  
longer officially saiictio~l absenteeis~n duriilg the fall harvest, rural 
scliools continue to accept that this is the way of life and that some 
of tlieir students will need to be accommodated wlieil they retuln 
after the harvest is complete. My ow11 fmning experience has 
enabled us to move easily between tlie urban and rural contexts. 
and sometimes act as intei-pretermf each. My student teachers 
need an orientation sessioii bel'ore they embark on their first 
practice teaching assigllinent in a rural school. At first they 
gruinble about the distance they have to drive to get to the school; 
and the school inay not be as rich in resources as some of the larger 
and newer urban sc11001s they have seen. But inevitably, they come 
to appreciate the close sense of community, tlie iilterestiiig 
backgi-ounds and rich lives of their students. and vast lands 
surrounding the community. Many will request a second 
placen~ent at that school. They are amazed at how well tlle staff 
knows each student and family and the wealth of infonnation tlieir 
studenrs bring with them. 

The 4-H ineinbers I have interviewed have opened my 
eyes. as well. to tlie expe~ie~ice aiid knowledge these y0~11ig people 
h a w  acquired throughout their lives on their fal~lis. Some have 
attended cattle auctions since they were of school age and bougl~t 
and sold their own animals as they've invested in their ow11 himing 
careers. One of my neighbo~~rs. Kate. wllo was a seniol- high school 
st~ldeilt when I interviewed her, told me her story: "I actually 
bought my first calf when I was Sour. and I bougllt it 11-0111 my Dad. 
When I was six or seven there was a herd dis]~ersal sale over on tlie 
other side of Lolldoll - and i t  was quite a good herd - and I was 
there with my ~ ~ n c l e  and a neighbour and they told me which calf 
to buy. And I remember sitting there in the li-ont row, and I liad 
braids, and so I bid on this calf- I don't kilow if I waved iny hand 
wildly.. .. So after that I'd go to sales and the people at the sales 
balm knew who 1 was and they knew I was good for the money. and 
they never questioiled it." Kate told me that she iliteilded to 
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continue fa~ming, and she has since graduated from the pre- 
eminent agricul tiiral university, works in agriculture and has 
married into a family with a large dairy Tam. She was also keel1 to 
share her knowledge with her class~nates and teachers as a high 
school student, and as a 4-H leader. Those who have attended the 
consolidated high schools in the nearest town have educated their 
urban coilnterparts about the ag~icultural economy around them - 
from the local crops of soybeans, corn or wheat, to the 
technicalities of artificial i~lsemination and robot milking machines. 
Teachers who are aware of the skills and talents of their students 
can not 011ly tap into this valuable resource in their own teaching, 
but can also bolster the self-esteem of their k~lowledgeable 
students. The students shared with me some of the stigma attached 
to fanning and they were sornetilnes reserved about divulging their 
4-H and Sarln skills with urbanites who don't value such things. On 
the otlier hand. my niostly urba~i student teachers acquired an 
appreciation I'or the rural colninu~lities in which they teach. and 
their slcilled students who often open their teachers' eyes to issues 
and experiences they have not previously encountered. One of my 
stude~lt teacl~ers recounted how a student in her biology class 
brought in an aborted foal foetus to class one day. leading to an 
ilnpro~llptii lesson in dissection and horse anatomy. To her credit, 
she toolc full advantage 01 this '~eachable moment'. engaged her 
Inore lcnowledgeable students in helping to teach the lesson, and 
became more aware and respectful of the rural context and all that 
i t  has to offer. When in a falmiing community, one leanls to adapt 
and take advantage of unexpected opportu~~ities! 

Meanwhile. 011 our- fa-171. wc have h n n d  th3t adults are 
often as fascinated as children once they have their first encounter 
with goats. Chili-ch groups and women's groups. as well as local 
women entrepreneurs, are just as interested in coming for a visit. 
lealning about the goat Sann, and the products made with goat's 
milk. Though our herd is too small for a frill-scale dairy operation, 
we have n~anaged to create a home-based business making goat's 
millc soap with our excess milk. and this has opened other doors 



and created new commurlity networlts, for example with a rural 
women entrepreneurs group. 

Women in Rural Economic Developnlent 

In a similar fashion to the Agl-iculture in the Classroom 
programs described earlier, f a i ~ n  and rural woine~l began to  
organize around other ventures. as well. Rural wo~nen had long 
worlted together for the betterment of their communities through 
the local Women's Institutes, which were fou~lded in rural 
communities more than 100 years ago. It is often farinwomen who 
talie off-farm jobs. typically in teaching or nursing, to provide a 
stable family income. But with fasming and their communities 
facing serious econolnic threats. wo~nen began to work 011 Inore 
local business oriented initiatives in order to provide additional 
income for their families. while enabling them to stay close to 
1101ne and contribute to the economic viability of their rural 
community. Women ill Rural E c o ~ ~ o ~ n i c  Developrne~lt (WRED) 
formed as a province-wide 01-ganization in the 19SOs, to train rural 
women in business and entrepreneurial skills. to help secure slllall 
business loans. and to provide ongoing resources and guidance as 
women established businesses in their homes and rural 
communities. As we were beginning to experiment with 
soapmalting with our extra milk. a local chapter of WRED was 
fom~ing. We quiclily joined this small, but rapidly g rowi~~g .  
network of women. all of whom were new to busi~~ess .  Once again, 
we f o u ~ ~ d  ourselves both learning and sharing our ow11 expeiiences 
as we expel-imented with \iarious methods of production. 
marlieting. sales and other business skills. During the sulnrner 
months we sell our soap at nearby fairs and festivals, participating 
in community events, and expanding our growing rural network. 

This new expe~ience translated into yet another olll'shoot for 
my research at the university. While I had never explored adult 
education before. my interest in gender equity issues in education 
prompted me to explore the lives of h i in  girls and women, as they 
moved thro~~gh both for~nal and inl'ormal educational experiences. 
which ultimately led them to becorne enti-epre~leurs in their 
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communities. The activities of neighbouiing girls and boys on their 
farms and in the 4-H clubs, the volunteer leadership co~ltributions 
of their pxents and others in these pursuits, the role of rural schools 
in our communities. and the importallce of teachers who are 
sensitive to the rural context, have all become very important to me  
in both my worlt and my life on the farm. 

The Best of Both Worlds 

1 readily concede that I have the 'best of both worlds'. My 
livelihood does not depend 011 the vagaries of weather or disease, 
eve11 though I shave anxious moments with my neighbo~irs during 
haying season as I watch for rain clouds - both when i t  s11ould and 
shouldn't rain. My work at the university provides Ine with a 
decent, steady income, a good pension when I setire. and colleagues 
and fi-iends who share my academic pursuits. While they don't 
fully understand illy colnlnitlnellt to mor~ling and evening milking 
chores, seven days a week, and all night vigils when the goats are 
giving birth. they are interested and supportive of my work. The 
teaching cycle of a fnc~ilty of education fits neatly with the seasons 
of the fann: I breed my goats to give birth in February and March. 
when my students are practice-teaching in nearby schools. and my 
university schedule is more flexible. I 11ave delibel-ately chosen 
rural schools for 111y part of the pmcticu~n supervision. I can mask 
exams and prepare lectures from 111y home office, from where I can 
lteep an eye 011 developlllellts in the barn. 

Yet even as 1ny life at the university and l i l t  on the Pavm 
sometimes seem to be worlds apart. the greatest thing of all is the 
acade~nic freedom I have to bridge that seeming gap. I don't have 
to leave 1ny r~iml community to ca7-y on with my research - and 
the things I learn day to day. both by happenstance. and by design. 
I can cavry back with me to the classroom, and to the rural schools 
where my studel~ts are learning to become teachers. The fan11 has 
opened doors to opportunities 1 had never imagined when I 
embarked on my academic career. And oral history 11~1s become a 



conduit for the develop~nel~t of inter-linked reseal-ch and 
pedagogical experiences. I have ellcoulltered new colleagues, and 
travelled to conferences in places I have never been before, all 
because of my research 011 rural education. Coincide~ltally, as I 
began to explore this area. a group of colleagues at the University 
of Sasltatchewan sent out a call for presentations for the first 
National Rural Education Congress, held in Sasliatoon in 1996. 
This timely event ellcouraged me to enlbrace this area of research, 
take it further, and colltiilue to share 1ny filidiilgs fro111 rural Ontcuio 
scl~ools and comm~mities with colleagues Goln across the country 
at this now annual event. As 1 write this. I have just ret~1111ed from 
the inaugural gathering of an Atlantic centre for r~iral education at 
Acadia University. This is where my academic work and chosen 
lil'estyle truly intersect. At these co~~l'ere~ices of rural educators. 
i~lcludillg teachers, school board trustees, supe~intendents. and 
directors of education, as well as academics such as myself. the 
conversation will as likely turn to dro~igl~t conditions and the 
ili~pact on crops, as it does to school closures and amalgamations in 
rural communities. Those who ai-e parents share wail-ies about 
their children: to encourage them to stay on the farm 01- stretch he i r  
wings as they head off to post-seconda~y education in the city'? 
One man brags about how his teenaged daughter impressed her 
boyfriend's Sainily by stitching up their cow's prolapsed utenis! 
Where else would one so naturally discuss these seemingly diverse 
topics with the comfortable sense that everyo~le in the room 
understands the connections. And where else is oral history so 
appropriate a method to begin to try to undei-stand a11d inteip-et the 
interconnectedness of lives and livelihoods. past and present? 

I liavc also been able to give back to i1ly adopted 
co~llnl~lllity as a result of my research. I have spolten out about 
school closures in rural communities. responded to media queries 
about r~lrnl sc11001s. and \velcomed students and teachers to our 
I'ann. I have shared my I-esearch with the val-ious 01-ganizations 
that have contributed to my work. and 1 continue to learn fi-om 111y 
neighbours. the local f a m ~  newspapers. and tlie various networks 
with which I am involved. I am also able to contribute to tlie 



research of others, because of my unique r~iral perspective. 
Recently, a group of colleagues and I have embarked on 
documel-rting the histoly of wornen teachers in Ontario during the 
2oth century (see: Coulter, 2001-2002) My contribution? The 
experiences of rural women teachers, of course! Seaschi~lg through 
local archives, and interviewing retired women teachers in 
surrounding communities has given me even greater insight into 
the l~istory and culture which surrounds our small parcel of land. 
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