
 The National SARRAH Conference 2008 1 

What are allied health students’ attitudes to rural living and 
working before rural placement? 
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Attracting allied health graduates is considered an important recruitment strategy for rural and remote 
areas where recruitment and retention of the allied health workforce continues to be problematic. 
Providing rural education and placement experience for undergraduate students may influence their 
employment choice. Identifying which characteristics influence allied health graduates to come back and 
live in a rural area is a valuable longer term recruitment strategy. 

Previous research has demonstrated conclusively that those from a rural background are more likely to 
return to work in a country region. However, numerically, more urban than rural students will find work in 
the country. Another feature thought to influence allied health students choose rural practice is a positive 
attitude to living and working in rural areas. Attitude to rural practice is considered to be multi-factorial, 
comprising community and social, family and personal, and professional elements. Through rural 
placement programs and other rural education initiatives, universities potentially play an important role in 
shaping these attitudes of their graduates, which could in turn have a significant influence on rural 
recruitment.  

The overall aim of this project is to examine the attitude of final year occupational therapy, physiotherapy 
and speech pathology students to rural working and living, and ultimately, to determine the impact of rural 
educational experiences on students attitudes, their work aspirations, and where they choose to work. 
This presentation will report on the first part of this project—a cross sectional survey of occupational 
therapy, physiotherapy and speech pathology students undertaken prior to rural placement.  

All final year occupational therapy, physiotherapy and speech pathology students from Curtin University in 
Western Australia were surveyed. We recorded a range of demographic variables, previous rural 
experiences, future work aspirations and students attitude using the “attitude to rural life and work 
questionnaire”. 

This presentation will report on the findings of this survey. These findings give insight into student 
characteristics associated with positive and negative attitudes to rural and work aspirations, and allow our 
research team to measure changes in student attitudes as this study continues. The overall findings of 
this project will inform rural recruitment strategies and rural student education programs in order to better 
meet the health needs of rural/remote communities.  
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