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It’s 10.30 on a Wednesday morning.  It’s coffee-break time.  Fourteen women are outside in the courtyard.  Cigarettes are lit, pasties with sauce unfolded from their paper bags.  Annette flicks the lid from her tupperware and munches on crusty bread spread with jam and cream.  Pockets of conversation reflect the morning’s topic from the Women’s Ed. Class.  Donna’s laconic wit punctuates reflections on the inadequacies of husbands and partners.  The latest release at the Drive-In is discussed.  Gwenda anticipates the Darts final at the pub.

For three hours each week, we are drawn together.  Fourteen women with histories as unique and individual as this town in which we live.  Some have children.  Some have mortgages and some have the luxury of believing that their youth will allow them time to correct any mistakes made.

For three hours each week we share an environment of learning, each bravely pursuing a path that screams out for ‘more’: more respect, more opportunities, more support and more hope.

And in this desert town, burrowed into the sandstone and bound by the promise of the fickle fortune of opal, we are linked; strung together by the umbilicus of isolation.

This paper is about the women in Coober Pedy who have made the decision to study, and acted on that decision.  It is an exploration of the struggles, challenges, disappointments and joys of living and learning in this unique town.  While some of the reasons for returning to study are shared by other women (in the city or elsewhere), other reasons are related to the very fact that the women in this study live here.

Background

Coober Pedy has a population of about 3,500, 15% of whom are from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent.  The community is made up of approximately 48 nationalities and has one of the highest rates of unemployment in the state.  Essentially an opal mining town, Coober Pedy emerges mirage-like from the flat, heat-hazed highway, some 865km north of Adelaide.

I have lived and worked in this town for almost eleven years.  Within that time I have married, raised a family, bought a home dug from the bowels of the earth and gained my degree, through distance education, in adult education.

For the past nine years I have taught at the TAFE campus in various positions: lecturer in Aboriginal Education, English as a second language, Community Services and Health and Language and Literacy.  My current position as lecturer in Vocational Preparation has offered me an insight into the personal struggles that other women encounter here.  Lack of support from partners, dependence on the luck of finding opal and ‘striking it rich’, difficulties in attaining adequate child care and just battling the overwhelming ferocity of the summer can leach the passion to attain one’s hopes and goals.  There is no question Coober Pedy is a challenging place in which to live.

In Semester 1, 1999 I commenced delivery of Certificate 11 in Women’s Education.  Initially, this was done with some trepidation.  After all, this was a town back in the 60s, where the men were men and the women were even ‘tougher’.  The complexities of the many cultural and ethnic groups, the opportunity for individuals to make their fortune without the need of expensive mining equipment and the harshness and isolation of the environment has bound the town with a ‘machismo’ mythology.

Somewhat surprisingly, enrolments for the course reached 16.

None of those enrolled could be categorised into any specific group.  Their ages ranged from 22 to 48.  Some were married, some had children and a couple were single parents.  There were those employed full time while others were still at home looking after pre-school aged children.  Some had lived in the town for over twenty years.  One had only recently arrived.  And yet here they were, collectively embracing an opportunity to create a pathway for themselves that just might take them out of the prescribed roles in which they had previously seen themselves.


For months now, I have been hearing their stories.  Their whisperings, shared so generously have evolved into a need for me to explore, to understand and to celebrate in a voice that demands to be heard.

I know this town.  I know what it’s like to have to drive 10 hours, without my partner and with two young children, just to have medical tests done.  I know what it means to wait three months before I can get my five year old to a dentist in Adelaide, because there are no dental facilities here.  And I know what it is to spend two months over the Christmas holidays praying for there to be a break in the 45 degree heat so that the children can get outside and play.

Coober Pedy is not a one night stand.  To know this town one must live here.  And to truly appreciate the struggles that the women here encounter, one must live here.

The women who enrolled in the Women’s Education course demonstrated to me a profound resilience.  Over the past six months I have noted some of their comments reflecting this resilience, in a journal.  I have also noted their frustration and their rewards as women undertaking study (some for the first time).  Along with my journal records, I interviewed two women and conducted a focus group discussion.  

Throughout this paper I have included some of their thoughts.  After all, it is their voice upon which this research is based.

The issue

The impetus for this project came not so much from the need to research a specific problem or issue, but more from an element of intrigue.

Of the 16 women enrolled in Certificate 11 in Women’s Education, one third had never enrolled in courses at the campus before.  I was somewhat perplexed as to why those who had lived in the town for some years had chosen now to enrol.  Were these women demonstrating their wish to be more assertive about their life choices?  Given the nature of the town, where women demonstrate a highly visible involvement in the mining industry and have a strong input into the running of the community, had the demands of isolation and remoteness encouraged such assertion?  And if so, what were these demands?  Or, to the contrary, did the remoteness of the town exacerbate a reluctance to act upon a decision to study?  Perhaps the decision to study had been as the result of a specific life crisis.  If so, what link might this have had with living in Coober Pedy?

Relevant literature 

Recent literature focuses on women achieving success on re-entry to formal study (Ball, 1998) and the difficulties, impediments and barriers to accessing study (Kelly, 1987; Williams et al, 1995; Pocock, 1988; Shortus, 1998 and Merriam and Cunningham, 1989).  Another focus appears to be the impact of societal expectations on women and their roles (Hughes and Kennedy, 1985; Hutchinson, 1986).

According to Rice (1989), the most frequent reason given by women today [for returning to study] is economic gain.  Binns (1989) also supported this.  I found this interesting, considering Coober Pedy has the highest rate of unemployment per head of population, in South Australia.  This however, does not mean that employment is unattainable.  Many of the women’s partners are opal miners and are registered as looking for work, while still mining on a regular basis.


Hutchinson’s research (1986) certainly indicates that the stricture of society’s expectations on women may well have an impact on their motives for returning to study and also on creating barriers to their eventual return.  The research for this work however, was conducted in London, and I felt that the demographic and environmental elements were hardly compatible to Coober Pedy.

When placed in the context of the women in Coober Pedy, where the role models may not fit the general expectations of society as a whole; the expectations on women, where they, as Rice (1989, 552) writes:

… are socialised to bear primary responsibility for family responsibilities and child rearing, and often a return to school creates significant role strain and feelings of guilt, inadequacy and self blame over difficulties in handling multiple roles, may in fact be inappropriate.

Again, this is more pertinent to the barriers to study rather than the motivating factors behind deciding to study.

It proved to be somewhat of a challenge to access recent research and publications.  My reliance lay entirely in the hands of the staff at the Port Augusta TAFE Learning Resource Centre and the availability (and affordability) of the Internet.

One resource, (Connole, 1999) where the researcher had talked to focus groups of women who were studying, in both metropolitan and country areas, stated, in a brief overview of the project, that the reasons women gave for participating in training were strongly related to gaining or keeping employment.  This sounded particularly interesting and also relevant.  Unfortunately, my attempts to access the full report through phone calls to Sydney and via the Internet, proved fruitless.

One area of research suggested that women were motivated to return to study as the result of a personal life crisis (Rice, 1989).  This also seemed to be linked to the theory that women go through particular episodes or periods in their lifecycle (Hughes and Kennedy, 1985) and that events within these episodes (ie, childbirth, employment, ceasing employment) lead to a fragmentation of roles.  I wondered, if in fact, the high numbers of enrolments in the Women’s Education course were linked to these women experiencing a personal crisis.  I also wondered if the depression the town has been experiencing, in the opal prices, might also be a part of such crises.

With the implementation of changes to Vocational Educational and Training, commencing in the year 2000 (ie, training packages and changes to funding) it was, indeed, timely to examine the area of why the women in Coober Pedy choose to study. This is especially pertinent, if as Binns (1989) asserts, such areas as childcare, commitment and socio-economic situations, which have been identified as barriers to study, are compounded for Aboriginal and non-English-speaking-background (NESB) women, if they live in isolated and remote communities.

With the forementioned issues in mind I developed a preliminary question to guide my investigations: 

Has the isolation, remoteness and the unique ethnic, cultural and social qualities of the community of Coober Pedy had an impact on the reasons for the women enrolled in Certificate 11 in Women’s Education, choosing to enrol now?

Methodology

The approach

The work of Williams (1997) inspired me to adopt an approach to this research that would allow me to capture the lives of those involved.  My life here in Coober Pedy is multi-faceted: I am a lecturer, a student, a committee member, a wife, a colleague, a friend, a mentor and a parent.  These roles are difficult to separate and delineate.  It is not uncommon for me to discuss an essay topic with a student whilst standing in line at the post office.  The school car park is commonly used as a forum for debates on issues raised in class.  The very nature of this town; the intimacy and the familiarity demands that the roles I play are highly visible.  They cannot be viewed objectively or understood and appreciated through the process of scientific method.  It is the same for the women who have participated in this research.

As Williams states, ‘[t]he social world is considered real only in-so-far as the individuals define, create and orient themselves toward that reality’ (ibid, 41).  The reality of living in Coober Pedy must be acknowledged by the significance of the ‘meanings, feelings and reflections’ (ibid, 41) of the individuals living here.


Interpretive interactionism gave me the opportunity to record the voices of these women ‘without impose (ing) a conceptual, interpretive framework on (their) views or meanings’ (ibid, 41).

This could not be done from a distance (neither personally, nor professionally) where, according to the empiricist’s stance, ‘social and educational reality is thought of as an independently existing reality’ (Smith 1989, 64).  Rather, ‘social reality is a constructed reality based on the meanings people give to their own intentions, motives and actions, and those of others’ (ibid, 63).

As Usher (1996, 18) writes, ‘[i]n social research knowledge is concerned not with generalisations, predication and control, but with … meaning and illumination.’

Participants and the course

Certificate 11 in Women’s Education is a pre-vocational course that focuses on students gaining skills in computing, maths and written English.  I believe that it also assists women in recognising, valuing and celebrating their true worth.  in essence, encouraging a growth in self esteem.

When I was invited to participate in this project, I was also working on the first subject of my Honours course at the University of South Australia.  This had required me to investigate various workplace-related issues through three research methodologies.  As a result, I had already established my interest in why women choose to study.

Of the 16 women who initially enrolled at the beginning of the year, some continued just with the maths modules, some continued with the computing modules and some withdrew from the course altogether .  The women who participated in this project had been studying Certificate 11 and had collectively concurred that they wished to complete the two modules Speaking in Public and Women’s Studies 1 in order to gain Certificate 111 in Women’s Education.  There were five in this group, and all have subsequently completed the requirements to gain both Certificate 11 and 111.

Data collection

Along with a review of the relevant literature, I interviewed two women; one who had been living in Coober Pedy for eight years, and had enrolled in the campus for the first time this year, and one who had arrived in Coober Pedy, from Melbourne, in March of this year.

In the interviews, I favoured an open dialogue, thus embracing an informal, open-ended approach to interviewing.  While I asked questions relating to the participants’ time spent in Coober Pedy, I allowed for them to expand on areas relating to the motivation behind the reasons for their studies, themselves.  The interviews were taped and transcribed to enable me to bracket the data.  This proved to be somewhat difficult.  The relatively small nature of the project made it unrealistic for me to really identify key elements and statements that would enable me to reach specific conclusions pertaining to the phenomenon under study.

I also conducted a focus group discussion.  This was held at the end of a Sunday workshop that I held, to deliver the module Speaking in Public.  There were five women (all of whom had gone on to complete Certificate 111) who participated in the focus group activity.


As a part of my role as Vocational Preparation lecturer, I have conducted course/module evaluations throughout the past two years.  Such evaluation is gained through feedback sheets handed in at the end of a subject.  As many of the classes that I have taught have been women only (not by design I might add) I re-read these sheets in order to determine whether there were any responses relevant to the project.  Responses to classes I taught in Community Services and Health, in Semester 1, 1998, seemed particularly pertinent. (See Appendix 2)

Findings

While I have alluded to the fact that I found the size of the project prohibitive, the interviews, along with the outcome of the focus group, the feedback sheets and the anecdotal records taken from my journal definitely opened up a path upon which I felt I could tread, with some confidence.  A number of themes emerged.  For the purpose of clarity, I shall discuss them under separate headings.

Childcare

The availability of childcare proved to be an enormous factor behind why the women chose to study at this particular time.  Both interviewees stated that without childcare support, it just wouldn’t be possible.  One, with two children under school age, used the facilities of the childcare centre and her partner, for this support.  The other stressed that she was only able to attend classes this year because her daughter had commenced school.


Identified as barriers to success in studying, (Martin, 1988; Hutchinson, 1986 and Kelly, 1987) are the availability of childcare or more, the freeing up of time as a result of the child/children being cared for by a partner, in a formal childcare arrangement or at school initiates the decision to study.

Gaining skills

The gaining of skills for future employment was cited in both the focus group discussion (refer Appendix 1) and in informal discussions.  One interviewee stated that she wanted skills specifically in computers.


Gaining skills was also indicated in the feedback sheets from 1998. (Refer Appendix 2)

Crisis theory

Although only one interviewee indicated she enrolled because she was perhaps experiencing distress, the vehemence with which she spoke, of the time before her decision to enrol bears relevance.


Coober Pedy: what impact?

As an adult who has spent the past five years studying in Coober Pedy, I must confess that I embarked on this project with an element of bias.  My personal experiences had demonstrated to me just how difficult it could be to study from such a remote environment.  But my perspective was from one who was studying through distance education.

I was overwhelmed by the positive responses from the participants, supporting the idea that it was easier to decide to study and act on that decision, here in Coober Pedy, than in a city environment (refer Appendix 1).  Reasons such as knowing the lecturer, knowing that the lecturer cares, knowing others in the group and feeling comfortable in the campus environment, all demonstrated this.


Conclusion

It appears that the decision for women to study in Coober Pedy is inextricably entwined with both the needs of the individual and the credibility of the lecturer.  Rather than impede the decision, the isolation and remoteness of this town can in fact encourage and support those re-entering formal learning.

The value of support: support from other students, support from the lecturers, support from campus staff and support from partners and/or peers cannot be underestimated.  Nor can the value of individual student achievement and success. In this intimate community environment it is this success that may well instigate the enrolment of another.

Throughout the process of conducting this project, I have been acutely aware of my role as teacher and how this will impact on my role as researcher.  Initially, this duality caused me some distress.  With reassurances from the ALNARC (SA) staff, I recognised and appreciated that as one who has lived in the town for eleven years, I am in an exceptional position to understand, value and honour the opinions and the insights of the women taking part in this project.

As a community member and a lecturer I have already earned an element of trust.  I believe my established reputation within the community has allowed me the opportunity to part the curtains of a window that may well have been, to a visiting researcher, secured against entry.  And while I am familiar with the landscape visible through these parted curtains, the discipline of this project has given me the opportunity to explore the unknown, follow hunches and seek out the extraordinary, even if it is amidst the mundane.

In the opening pages of this paper I wrote of the ‘whisperings’ of the women’s stories.  The process of ‘writing up’ this paper has, for me, transformed those whisperings into a thundering, cacophony of sound that has heaved me out of any sense of complacency I might have had, in my role as lecturer.  Nothing about my role can be taken for granted, and nothing about my student’s individual needs could be presumed.  For them, the decision to study is not just a matter of enrolling.  For them it is webbed in a package that includes family, self-esteem, money and courage.

I have realised that my responsibilities as a lecturer, especially here in Coober Pedy, go far beyond that of delivering and imparting information.  The comments written by the Women’s Ed. Group, on the card that they presented to me upon the completion of the course (refer Appendix 3) attest to this.

The following poem was written by a woman who actually enrolled in the Vocational Preparation program in Semester 2 1998.  Although she did not play a part in this project per se, I feel that the spirit in which she undertook her studies and the poem itself encapsulates the essence of this project.

The Spencer Institute

may have thought us astute

and how presumptuously correct TAFE was.

As we all signed up

to get out of a rut

with knowledge, our inspiration.

It’s helped broaden our skills

and from thinking we’re dills

because of our own individual barriers.

We have earnt

and I personally have learnt

the value of a hands on

Technical and Further Education.

Thanks TAFE for your profound inspiration!
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I’ve gotta tell you this - some men, if you tell them you’re doing Women’s Ed, they say, ‘Oh!  Don’t go there!’  But you were a real achiever when you got out of the class, because it makes you feel that the first time where you go somewhere, and being a woman’s important.  Being a woman, you’ve got something to give, and you’re all together and you just feel good.  You’ve got three hours of feeling good and being you.  And you’ve done something wonderful by giving birth and managing the house.











The mentality of most people.  Well people here ... . A lot of them work for black money.  They don’t have to.  There’s opal.  Easy come - easy go.  Because tomorrow you could find that million, so why do you want to study?  I mean, for women, their husbands can find.  It’s a small town mentality, if you haven’t really lived anywhere else except here.





I’m very glad it was an isolated town like Coober Pedy, and not just an isolated town.  Like Glendambo or Woomera.  It’s a very dynamic place, in it’s own perverse way. … things are familiar as well.  But there’s always something happening here.  You [could] go to a town where nothing happens.





Women’s Ed wasn’t like - well, you finish Women’s Ed and you can be a social worker.  It wasn’t like that.  It wasn’t a very attractive package really.  I mean.  What do I get from this?  It’s not like you’re going to do six months and you can work in an office.  It’s more - well, you feel better about yourself.  You will get all this confidence.





It was children basically.  In a new place that’s very isolated, very different, with no support group.  The support group had to be phoned after 7.00pm.  (Childcare is an) absolute, absolute must!  It has to be because unless there is, it means somebody else is doing it and if it’s the partner, then it means them not being able to work and someone’s got to be able to pay the fees.





No [childcare] wouldn’t have been an option to me because … if [my daughter] was in childcare so I could study, [my partner] would have liked me to use childcare [time] to earn.  I wouldn’t have been able [to study] before, because I’ve got [my daughter] … well, if he chooses that night when he wants to go out, then his is more important.  I mean, he’s going to go anyway.  The older [my daughter] gets, the more time I’ll have.





I was concerned that I had no computer skills and with my child coming to the age that she wants to use the computer, I needed to be a little bit more informed, so once I got one home I really needed to use it.  So I really started with the intention of being able to do the computers.





It had reached a stage, with an angry four year old, a teething and extremely constipated four month old, living in a cave without a car a lot of the time, that something had to happen.  And at that stage, I couldn’t find work and without work childcare wasn’t really an option.  But it reached a point that something had to be done.  I wanted a life and TAFE was one way that I saw that I could get that.  I was looking and it was time to do something, and it was time to do something and get out of just home and the Mum and housewife bit.





You know all the people in the class.  It’s not that far.  It’s more accessible.  It’s more one-to-one.  You can go to the front desk, or you can find [a lecturer] and you can say that this is what I feel like doing and you’re talking to somebody who knows you.  I feel like it’s a huge advantage.  It goes on.  There’s [a friend].  There’s [another I know].  It’s like a little bond.





These courses are fine.  Now I don’t know how I would feel about doing one in Adelaide.  I feel comfy here and if I do this for a while, I’m likely to then be able to do it anywhere.  This is a very cushioned place.  I’m pretty sure that it’s not like that in Adelaide.  You’re just a person and you haven’t got the same one-to-one.
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