
 

 



King, Stone, Ronan           i 

Investigating transitions to university 
from regional South Australian  

high schools 

2022 

Sharron King, University of South Australia 

Cathy Stone, The University of Newcastle & NCSEHE, Curtin University 

Chris Ronan, Country Universities Centre 

National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education 
Tel: +61 8 9266 1573 
Email: ncsehe@curtin.edu.au 
www.ncsehe.edu.au 
Building 602: 146 (Technology Park) 
Curtin University 
Kent St, Bentley WA 6102 
GPO Box U1987, Perth WA 6845 

 

DISCLAIMER 

Information in this publication is correct at the time of release but may be subject to change. This material does not purport 
to constitute legal or professional advice. 

Curtin accepts no responsibility for and makes no representations, whether express or implied, as to the accuracy or 
reliability in any respect of any material in this publication. Except to the extent mandated otherwise by legislation, Curtin 
University does not accept responsibility for the consequences of any reliance which may be placed on this material by any 
person. Curtin will not be liable to you or to any other person for any loss or damage (including direct, consequential or 
economic loss or damage) however caused and whether by negligence or otherwise which may result directly or indirectly 
from the use of this publication. 

This research was funded by the Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment. The findings, 
recommendations and guidelines in this report do not represent the views of the Australian Government. 

COPYRIGHT 

© Curtin University 2022 

Except as permitted by the Copyright Act 1968, and unless otherwise stated, this material may not be reproduced, stored 
or transmitted without the permission of the copyright owner. All enquiries must be directed to Curtin University. 

    

 

 

mailto:ncsehe@curtin.edu.au?subject=NCSEHE%20King%20Report


 

King, Stone, Ronan                ii 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to thank the National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education 
(NCSEHE) at Curtin University for funding the broader research project from which this 
report was produced. In particular, we would like to thank the reviewers and Professor John 
Phillimore and Professor Sarah O’Shea for their input and advice. We would also like to 
thank Myfanwy Tilley for her invaluable contribution as the research assistant on this project.  

We would also like to acknowledge the expert assistance of Monica Davis, CEO of Country 
Universities Centre for creating the maps from ABS data that are included within this report. 

Finally, we would like to thank and express our appreciation to the high school students and 
school educators for providing their views and opinions on the issue of regional students’ 
transition to university. 

  



 

King, Stone, Ronan                iii 

Table of contents 
Executive summary ............................................................................................................... 1 

Section one: The research questions .................................................................................. 6 

Research Question .......................................................................................................... 6 

Subsidiary Questions ..................................................................................................... 6 

Definition of terms ........................................................................................................... 7 

Section two: The SA higher education context ...................................................................... 9 

Impact of SA geography on university participation .......................................................... 9 

University presence and locations in SA ...................................................................... 11 

How this compares with NSW ...................................................................................... 12 

Regional University Centres ......................................................................................... 13 

Summary ....................................................................................................................... 14 

Section three: Literature review ........................................................................................ 15 

Under-representation of regional and remote students in higher education .................... 15 

Regional students are less likely to complete secondary schooling ............................ 16 

Regional student transitions ....................................................................................... 16 

Regional students have lower university completion rates, but better employment 
outcomes amongst those who do complete ............................................................... 16 

Impacts and influences on regional students’ post-school aspirations and decisions ...... 17 

1. Proximity of a university to their community ........................................................... 17 

2. Deciding whether to leave or stay........................................................................ 17 

3. Cost ....................................................................................................................... 18 

4. ‘Don’t know’ factor and the Gap Year .................................................................. 19 

5. Access to adequate career advice and information about university ................. 19 

6. Student Aspirations .............................................................................................. 20 

7. Family and community aspirations & influences ................................................. 20 

Section four: Method .......................................................................................................... 22 

Survey: Current Year 11 and Year 12 Students .............................................................. 22 

Focus groups and interviews with students and staff .................................................. 23 

1. Focus Groups with Students ................................................................................ 23 

2. Interviews with teachers, career advisers and senior staff ................................. 23 

Section five: The schools and their students ....................................................................... 25 

About the schools and their localities .............................................................................. 25 



 

King, Stone, Ronan                iv 

About the students ..................................................................................................... 25 

Other demographic characteristics ............................................................................. 26 

Students’ engagement with school and their studies .................................................. 26 

Section six: Findings from the study ................................................................................ 29 

1. The impact of proximity to a local campus .................................................................. 29 

2. Impact of cost/financial issues .................................................................................... 31 

Students’ knowledge about financial support options ................................................. 32 

Students’ understanding of the costs of tertiary study................................................. 34 

Sources of information on the financial costs of going to university ............................ 36 

3. Deciding whether to leave or stay ............................................................................ 36 

4. ‘Don’t know’ factor and the Gap Year. ..................................................................... 38 

5. Access to adequate career advice and information about university...................... 41 

The Impact of university outreach visits to schools ................................................. 41 

Career Advice ............................................................................................................ 44 

6. Student Aspirations ................................................................................................... 46 

7. Family and Community Aspirations and Influences ................................................ 47 

8. The Impact of parents’ level of education on students’ post-school choices ........... 51 

Section seven: Summary of key findings ....................................................................... 53 

Section eight: Recommendations ........................................................................................ 56 

Recommendations for universities .................................................................................. 56 

Recommendations for schools and governments ........................................................... 56 

Recommendations for further research........................................................................... 57 

The gendering of university aspirations in regional communities ................................ 57 

Interstate differences in HE opportunities and barriers, including infrastructure ......... 57 

The impact of small regional university campuses on student aspirations .................. 57 

The impact of Regional University Centres on widening participation ......................... 58 

Mismatch between student aspirations and teacher perceptions ................................ 58 

Employment rates for regional graduates ................................................................... 58 

References ......................................................................................................................... 59 

Appendix 1: Year 11/12 Student Survey ............................................................................ 64 

 

 



 

King, Stone, Ronan                v 

List of tables 
Table 1. Distance from each school to Adelaide, nearest campus & RUC;  
& ASGS classification ......................................................................................................... 25 

Table 2. Students by gender ............................................................................................... 26 

Table 3. Students’ year of study .......................................................................................... 26 

Table 4. Other demographic characteristics ........................................................................ 26 

Table 5. Approximately how many hours a week do you spend on the following? ............... 27 

Table 6. How much do you know about the following ways of funding your university 
education? .......................................................................................................................... 32 

Table 7. How much have you learned from each of the following sources about the 
types of financial assistance available for university (e.g. scholarships, grants, 
subsides, loans)? ................................................................................................................ 36 

Table 8. Select the box which most accurately represents your level of agreement 
with the statements below? ................................................................................................. 48 

Table 9. How much impact do the following people have on your decision about 
what you want to do after high school? ............................................................................... 49 

List of figures 
Figure 1. ASGS 2016 Remoteness areas for Australia .......................................................... 7 

Figure 2. Bachelor's Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) – SA - 2016 ABS Census 
Data .................................................................................................................................... 10 

Figure 3. Bachelor's Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) – Coastal SA - 2016 ABS  
Census Data ....................................................................................................................... 11 

Figure 4. Bachelor's Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) and location of university 
campuses – NSW - 2016 ABS Census Data ....................................................................... 12 

Figure 5. Bachelor's Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) – metro Adelaide - 2016 
ABS Census Data ............................................................................................................... 13 

Figure 6. About how often do you do any of the following? ................................................. 27 

Figure 7. If going to university is in your future plans, where are you most interested 
in attending? ....................................................................................................................... 30 

Figure 8. NSW and SA Comparison of HECS-HELP and Youth  
Allowance Knowledge ......................................................................................................... 33 

Figure 9. If you were to go to university how much do you think it would cost each 
year (think about books, accommodation, living expenses and transport)? ......................... 35 

Figure 10. What do you think you are most likely to do immediately after  
finishing school? ................................................................................................................. 39 



 

King, Stone, Ronan                vi 

Figure 11. How much impact do university open days have on your decisions about 
what you want to do after school? ....................................................................................... 43 

Figure 12. How much impact do careers advisors have on your decisions about 
what you want to do after school? ....................................................................................... 45 

Figure: 13. How far do you expect to go with your education? ............................................ 46 

Figure 14. Comparison of NSW and SA Student Responses to “How far do you 
think your parents/guardian expect you to go with your education?” ................................... 48 

Figure 15. Which of the statements below best describes your mother’s and  
father’s education? .............................................................................................................. 51 

Abbreviations 
ABS    Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ATAR    Australian Tertiary Admission Rank 

CBD   Central Business District 

DESE   Department of Education, Skills and Employment 

DET    Department of Education and Training 

HE   Higher Education 

HECS-HELP Higher Education Contribution Scheme – Higher Education  
Loan Program 

NCSEHE  National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education 

NSW   New South Wales 

PLP   Personal Learning Plan 

RUC   Regional University Centre 

SA   South Australia 

STEM   Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

TAFE   Tertiary and Further Education 

TEQSA  Tertiary Education Quality Standards of Australia 

 

 



 

King, Stone, Ronan           1 

Executive summary 
This research sought to identify why high-achieving students (i.e., those in years 11 and 12 
in an ATAR1 stream) from regional South Australia (SA) are transitioning from school to 
university at lower rates than students in metropolitan areas. Additionally, the project aimed 
to build an interstate comparison between previous NCSEHE research conducted in NSW 
on the same issue (Quin, Stone, & Trinidad, 2017). 

Compared with students at metropolitan high schools, students at regional and remote high 
schools are less likely to complete high school, less likely to apply to university, less likely to 
accept a university offer and, for those who do take up a university offer, they are twice as 
likely to defer it and less likely to complete their degree (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019, 
p. 14). Additionally, regional students from high socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds 
are more likely than those from low SES backgrounds to take up their deferred university 
positions the following year (Polesel, 2009).  

Both the NSW study and other research into the participation and achievement of regional 
students have revealed a number of barriers impacting the post-school choices and 
decisions of regional students, including those on an ATAR pathway who are academically 
capable of achieving a place at university. These can be summarised as: 

• Geographical distance to a university.  
• Difficulties involved in the prospect of leaving home, family and community.  
• Family and community expectations and norms to stay and work locally. 
• The significant costs of attending university, particularly when living-away-from-

home.  
• Difficulty making decisions about career plans, pathways and courses2, frequently 

leading to a postponement of this decision by taking a ‘gap year’. 
• Insufficient accurate and timely information and advice about careers, courses, 

pathways; also about what university is like, how much it will cost and what financial 
assistance is available.  

• Lack of role models of people who have been to university, amongst family, friends 
and community.  

This research set out to explore if these and other factors may be impacting on the decisions 
of SA regional high school students to attend university.  

The main research question for this study was: 

Why are significant numbers of high-achieving school students in identified 
areas of regional SA  choosing not to transition to university directly from school? 

  

                                                

1 The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) is a number between 0.00 and 99.95 that indicates a student’s position 
relative to all the students in their age group. Universities use the ATAR to help them select students for their courses and 
admission to most tertiary courses is based on a student’s ATAR plus any applicable adjustments (University Admissions 
Centre, 2021). To be eligible for an ATAR, high school students must choose certain courses in Years 11 and 12, in which case 
they are considered to be on an ATAR stream or pathway.   
2 Course is the term used in this report to denote a full course of study – e.g. a university degree. 
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Subsidiary questions were as follows: 

• What do academically capable SA regional students see as the major barriers 
preventing them from going to university?    

• What impact does student housing and accommodation arrangements have on 
regional SA student transitions? 

• What are the major influences on a student’s decision to transition or otherwise to 
university?  

• What other post-school options are being chosen by regional SA students with 
ATARs above 60?  

• What impact does online learning and regional information technology infrastructure 
have on regional student transitions? 

• How does the unique geography of SA impact the transition of regional students to 
university?  

Method 

These questions were explored through surveys and focus group discussions with Year 11 
and 12 students, along with staff interviews with teachers, principals, career advisors and 
other school educators. In total 14 schools in regional SA participated in the survey. Of 
these, eight schools participated in focus groups and nine schools participated in school 
educator interviews. A total of 198 students participated in the survey while 124 students 
participated in focus group discussions, and interviews were held with 23 school educators. 

Key Findings 

The findings from this research show both similarities to and differences from the findings of 
the NSW study, as well as supporting many of the findings from other research into factors 
impacting regional school transitions to higher education (HE).  

Similar to the NSW findings: 

• Cost and finances played a significant role for the majority of students in decisions 
about whether to go to university, with particular concerns about relocation and 
accommodation/living costs. 

• There was a lack of knowledge about financial support options such as scholarships 
and government benefits, amongst both students and school educators. 

• These regional students were concerned about leaving their local area, their family, 
friends and local employment, in order to attend university. Concerns ranged from 
loneliness, to expense, to fears about living in college or where else they may live, to 
finding their way around – hence, deciding whether to leave or stay was a complex 
and difficult decision.  

• The popularity of taking a gap year was similarly high, with many students undecided 
not only about whether to go to university but also what course or type of future 
career they wanted. 

• Access to adequate career advice and information was lacking; both in terms of what 
was available at their school, as well as in terms of the type of advice and information 
from the universities themselves. 

• The regional students in an ATAR stream largely had aspirations towards university. 
• Parental aspirations were also high, with the majority of students reporting that their 

parents were supportive of their aspirations. 
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However, unlike the NSW study:  

• There was a widely-held perception amongst both students and school educators 
that ‘local’ is not as good as ‘city’ when it comes to the quality of the university 
experience and ultimate qualification. However, this difference is also consistent with 
the difference in the types of campuses available in SA versus NSW, as outlined in 
Section Two.  

• University outreach visits were not seen as helpful by either students or school 
educators, with both groups regarding them largely as marketing exercises for the 
universities rather than of practical help to students. 

• Visits to cities and university campuses were arranged by many of the schools, with 
both students and staff finding these much more helpful.  

• Boys appeared to be under more pressure than girls to ‘stay local’, through 
undertaking a trade, finding local employment, or working on a family farm, rather 
than go to university; additionally, the lack of course/subject availability at local 
campuses was perceived as an obstacle to pursuing a course of study locally, 
particularly for boys. 

• Fewer than 10 per cent of fathers had been to university (compared with 25 per cent 
of mothers), which may impact on parents’ university aspirations for boys, also on 
boys’ aspirations for themselves.  

• The greater geographical isolation of SA regional students results in fewer 
opportunities for transition to university for these students. 

These findings also closely reflect and support the other recent research outlined in the 
literature review. Lack of access to a university in or near their home created significant 
challenges, financially, emotionally and psychologically, with boys appearing to be 
particularly under pressure. Cost was a determining factor, particularly for lower-income 
families, with a significant part of the cost of university related to moving away from home, 
housing and accommodation arrangements. 

The importance of “quality career advice” (Austin et al., 2020, p. 34) is also evident in the 
findings, along with appropriate and targeted university outreach that includes school visits 
to cities and universities.  

With online education delivery becoming much more prevalent, career advice also has a role 
to play in ensuring regional students have the information they need to help them consider 
this as an option, including knowing about the support and infrastructure available through a 
Regional University Centre (RUC) 3.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations, based on the findings from this study, are offered for schools, 
universities and governments, along with recommendations for further research.  

  

                                                
3 Regional University Centres (RUC) are an emerging initiative across Australia that create more options for students to study in 
their hometown. These centres support students who are studying online or by distance and provide high-speed internet, 
computer facilities, study spaces, face-to-face academic support, and wellbeing support (Australian Government DESE, 2021).  
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Recommendations for universities 

We recommend that universities: 

• Work with regional schools and their local communities, seeking the input of schools, 
students, parents and other community stakeholders such as local business and 
industry, to determine how university visits to schools can be improved and made 
more relevant to the needs of the local community, with the focus on understanding 
university in general, building aspirations and widening HE participation.  

• Ensure that students, parents, and schools are proactively directed to accurate and 
easy-to-access information about costs, financial support, scholarships and other 
practicalities of going to university. 

• Expand peer mentoring programs to encompass transition support for both 
prospective regional students as well as first year undergraduates. 

• Seek to collaborate with schools, local communities and industries to develop 
innovative ways to increase the range and diversity of courses available to those 
living in regional areas. 

• Work closely with Regional University Centres and regional campuses with a view to 
encouraging/supporting online university options for regional high school students 
with face-to-face support/contact/technology infrastructure provided through RUCs 
and local regional campuses. 

• Work with schools, students and parents to develop a system by which contact can 
be maintained with students who have deferred a university place; thereby providing 
students with an avenue to continue to discuss/consider their university options 
whilst on their gap year. 

Recommendations for schools and governments 

We recommend that: 

• The federal government seeks to improve incentives for universities to collaborate 
with each other and the RUC network in order to provide greater diversity of course 
offerings for regional students to stay and study locally.  

• Schools and government education departments ensure that school career advisors 
are sufficiently resourced and supported, through professional development and 
adequate time, to keep up to date with accurate career information and advice, 
relevant to the needs of their students and local community, including online options 
for students and how these can be supported. 

• Governments, whether at state and/or federal level, adequately fund and support all 
regional schools to run school excursions to universities, which include gaining 
knowledge and experience of university campuses, finding out about both on- and 
off-campus accommodation, using public transport and talking with other students 
about what studying and working in the city is like.  

• Government financial support for regional students be reviewed to ensure that 
university is affordable for all students, irrespective of family financial situations. 

• The federal government considers differences between Australian States when 
deciding on HE investment, as each one has its own particular geographical and 
socio-economic challenges that impact upon HE attainment.  
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Recommendations for further research  

This report has identified several issues within the findings that would benefit from further 
research.  

1. The gendering of university aspirations in regional communities. 
2. Interstate differences in HE opportunities and barriers, including infrastructure. 
3. The impact of small regional university campuses on student aspirations. 
4. The impact of Regional University Centres on widening participation. 
5. Mismatch between student aspirations and teacher perceptions. 
6. Employment rates for regional graduates. 
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Section One: The research questions 
This research sought to identify why high-achieving students (i.e., those in years 11 and 12 
in an ATAR4 stream) from regional South Australia (SA) are transitioning from school to 
university at lower rates than students in metropolitan areas.   

Additionally, the project aimed to build an interstate comparison between previous NCSEHE 
research conducted in NSW on the same issue (Quin, Stone, & Trinidad, 2017), to be 
referred to subsequently in this report as ‘the NSW study’. This comparative research 
explores if the factors identified in the NSW study transcend Australian state borders, in 
order to begin to develop a national response to the factors that are identified as inhibiting 
regional student transitions to higher education (HE). This project was somewhat 
complicated and delayed by the Covid-19 pandemic that reached Australia in early-2020, 
resulting in the temporary closure of schools and university campuses, and the rapid 
development of online subject material provided to high school students as an alternative to 
face-to-face classes. Although schools were not closed for long periods of time in SA, there 
was a policy on minimising visitors in schools, which impacted the ability of the research 
team to make site visits. It was therefore not possible to collect data for this project during 
2020 as intended, so data collection was delayed until the first half of 2021, when SA 
schools were comfortable inviting external researchers into their school and when travel to 
regional communities become more practical.  

Research Question 

Why are significant numbers of high-achieving school students in identified areas of regional 
SA choosing not to transition to university directly from school? 

Subsidiary Questions 

• What do academically capable regional students see as the major barriers 
preventing them from going to university in SA?    

• What impact does student housing and accommodation arrangements have on 
regional SA student transitions? 

• What are the major influences on a students’ decision to transition or otherwise to 
university?  

• What other post-school options are being chosen by regional SA students with 
ATARs above 60?  

• What impact does online learning and regional information technology infrastructure 
have on regional student transitions? 

• How does the unique geography of SA impact the transition of regional students to 
university?  

                                                
4 The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) is a number between 0.00 and 99.95 that indicates a student’s position 
relative to all the students in their age group. Universities use the ATAR to help them select students for their courses and 
admission to most tertiary courses is based on a student’s ATAR plus any applicable adjustments (University Admissions 
Centre, 2021). To be eligible for an ATAR, high school students must choose certain courses in Years 11 and 12, in which case 
they are considered to be on an ATAR stream or pathway. 
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Definition of terms  

It is important to acknowledge that the terms regional, rural, and remote are often 
contested, used interchangeably, or homogenised across different research.  

For example, Pollard’s (2017) work on remote students makes a clear distinction when 
defining those communities. However, the Napthine Review combined Regional, Rural 
and Remote into one category – ‘RRR’ – and often speaks of ‘RRR’ students as one 
equity group (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). 

A common way to geographically categorise communities is through the Australian 
Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS), as used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS). The ASGS has five classes of remoteness based on relative access to services, i.e., 
major cities, inner regional, outer regional, remote and very remote. These are illustrated in 
the map below. 

 
Figure 1. ASGS 2016 Remoteness areas for Australia 

As can be seen from this map there is a significant difference in the distribution of outer 
regional to very remote areas between SA and NSW with SA having a greater proportion of 
its land mass designated as remote or very remote. 

Remoteness 
 Major Cities of Australia 

Inner Regional Australia 

Outer Regional Australia 

Remote Australia 

Very Remote Australia 
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The classifications of inner regional, outer regional, remote, and very remote Australia are 
often used in education research. However, the Napthine Review highlighted that the ASGS 
framework has not been specifically designed for use in relation to education and, as a 
result, there are limitations that make it difficult to use for tertiary education purposes 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). Some research used within the literature review for this 
report does reference the ASGS framework; however, the research team decided that within 
this report, for simplicity, to use the term ‘regional’ when referring to all non-metropolitan 
areas of SA; that is, any place outside of Greater Adelaide. Also, for consistency with 
the Australian Government-designated equity classifications, the term ‘regional and 
remote’ is used in the Australia-wide context, for example when discussing Australian 
education and equity statistics more broadly.  

Every community has unique geography, cultural identity, and history – no 
categorisation can fully capture this complexity. Throughout this report, comparisons are 
made between NSW and SA geography and HE infrastructure. However, rather than 
making these comparisons based on geographical categories, each point of comparison 
is made within the local context of the two states and the experiences of the students 
who participated in the study. Further exploration of the geographical characteristics of the 
schools selected for this research can be found in Section Five.  
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Section Two: The SA higher education 
context 

Impact of SA geography on university participation 

South Australia has a unique geography that impacts HE provision in the state. Seventy-
seven percent of the SA population resides in Greater Adelaide, which is significantly more 
concentrated than metropolitan centres in other states (SA Government, 2021). For 
comparison, 64 per cent of the total NSW total population resides in Greater Sydney (NSW 
Government, 2021). The population concentration in Adelaide means that regional SA 
communities are small. The two largest communities outside of Adelaide are Mount Gambier 
and Whyalla, yet they only have 25,512 and 21,501 people in their respective populations 
(ABS, 2016). In addition to having smaller regional centres, there is also greater distance 
between towns when compared to the Eastern Australian states. These factors present 
significant challenges for universities to create viable access to HE in regional SA 
communities compared to other states. 

Across Australia, people in regional, rural, or remote areas are less than half as likely to gain 
a bachelor’s degree and above qualification by the time they are 35 years old, compared 
with those from metropolitan areas (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). In 2019, 39.7 per 
cent of people in metropolitan communities had obtained a bachelor’s degree, while in Inner 
Regional, Outer Regional, and Remote communities, attainment was 20.5 per cent, 18.9 per 
cent, and 16.3 per cent respectively (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). Regional SA has 
even lower bachelor’s degree attainment rates than the national regional average. Figure 2 
shows 2016 Census data for the highest level of educational attainment across regional SA. 
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Figure 2. Bachelor’s Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) – SA - 2016 ABS Census Data 
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Figure 3. Bachelor’s Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) – Coastal SA - 2016 ABS Census Data 

SA has three main universities all based in metropolitan Adelaide. The only formal regional 
campuses are in the state’s two largest regional centres of Mount Gambier and Whyalla. 
The Mount Gambier campus has been operating since 2005 and Whyalla has had a 
university campus for several decades. Both operate as satellite campuses of a metropolitan 
university and offer a limited selection of courses. They are also isolated, being 434km and 
385km away from Adelaide respectively. Their presence does not appear to make a 
significant difference to the university participation rates in their communities, with bachelor’s 
degree attainment rates being no higher here than in other areas of regional SA. In addition 
to these two regional campuses, all SA universities have some presence in regional SA; 
however, these are not full campuses that offer learning and teaching more broadly. Instead, 
they are specific medical training hubs, research centres, entrepreneurial innovation hubs or 
study centres. 
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How this compares with NSW 

Comparatively, NSW has multiple regionally headquartered universities located in larger 
regional centres. These universities offer a comprehensive selection of courses, some being 
directly targeted towards the communities in which they operate. This is a significant 
difference in HE access compared to SA.  

Bachelor’s degree attainment in NSW also has a different profile from SA, as shown in 
Figure 4. 

Figure 4. Bachelor’s Degree Attainment (15 Years plus) and Location of  
University Campuses – NSW - 2016 ABS Census Data 

Figure 4 also highlights where universities in NSW are located and the impact that proximity 
to these universities has on a community’s bachelor’s degree attainment rate. This impact 
can be seen to be significant in communities such as Wagga Wagga, Armidale and Lismore, 
all of which have a university centrally located within their communities. The higher 
population density across NSW compared with SA has meant that it has been more viable in 
NSW to establish regional universities and locate them centrally within large regional 
communities.  

There is however similarity in the apparent impact of small satellite campuses on bachelor’s 
degree attainment rates in NSW and SA. As mentioned previously, the two satellite 
campuses in SA of Mount Gambier and Whyalla appear to have little impact on boosting 
bachelor’s degree attainment rates. Smaller satellite campuses of universities in NSW 
communities such as Bega, Port Macquarie and Coffs Harbour, similarly have lower 
bachelor’s degree attainment rates than NSW communities with a central university 
presence.  

Given all of the above, it is unsurprising that bachelor’s degree attainment rates in SA 
diminish rapidly outside the Adelaide metropolitan area. Figure 5 shows that the central 
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business district (CBD) of Adelaide has a bachelor’s degree attainment rate of around 40 per 
cent, quickly dropping off outside Greater Adelaide. Comparatively, Figure 4 shows that 
Sydney maintains higher bachelor’s degree attainment rates outside of the CBD and into the 
inner regional areas where large regional universities are located. 

 

Regional University Centres5 

Another factor in the HE landscape of both SA and NSW, as well as other Australian states 
and territories, has been the introduction of the Regional University Centres (RUC) program, 
established by the Commonwealth Government in 2018. This RUC program supports the 
development of community-owned and operated university centres, with the aim of enabling 
students in regional Australia to access and complete HE without having to leave their 
community; there are currently six RUC sites operating in SA with more planned in the future 
(Australian Government DESE, 2021). These RUCs take different forms and have a range of 
relationships with universities. Some provide supported degrees, where they have partnered 
exclusively with a university to deliver a specific course locally. Others provide general 
academic, wellbeing and technology support to all students studying at any Australian 

                                                
5 Regional University Centres (RUC) are an emerging initiative across Australia that create more options for students to study in 
their hometown. These centres support students who are studying online or by distance and provide high-speed internet, 
computer facilities, study spaces, face-to-face academic support, and wellbeing support (Australian Government DESE, 2021). 
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university. Given the recent addition of the RUCs to the HE environment in SA, there is as 
yet little research on their impact on high school students transitioning to HE.  

Summary 

The discussion of the SA higher education context within this section, particularly in 
comparison with that of NSW, highlights the unique challenges that SA faces in widening HE 
participation of regional students. The lower density of its population across its extensive 
regional areas has largely confined HE infrastructure to the city of Adelaide. The presence of 
small satellite campuses appears to be less successful in boosting bachelor’s degree 
completion rates when compared to the presence of a university itself, with all of its 
associated degree offerings and infrastructure. Clearly there is a need for more creative HE 
solutions in a less populated state like SA, which may include government-funded programs 
such as the RUC as well as innovations by universities themselves to better cater for the 
education needs of SA regional communities. Specific recommendations for governments 
and universities are offered at the end of this report.  
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Section Three: Literature review 
The issue of access and participation of regional students in higher education has long been 
of concern to both the Commonwealth and State governments. Governments at both levels 
have funded research and initiatives aimed at increasing the HE participation of regional, 
rural, and remote students. The Australian Government conducted an independent 
comprehensive review into regional, rural and remote education, which highlighted the 
challenge for regional students transitioning to university (Halsey, 2018). This review has led 
to the establishment of a National Regional, Rural, and Remote Tertiary Education Strategy, 
the establishment of a Regional Education Commissioner and significant investment into the 
Regional University Centre program (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). The National 
Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE) has also funded Equity 
Fellowships explicitly to investigate issues impacting regional students.  

At the same time there has been a strong government emphasis on the importance of 
strengthening career education for young people (Australian Government Department of 
Education, Skills & Employment [DESE]6, 2019; Shergold et al., 2020), so that they are in a 
better position to make informed choices about their post-school study options. The 
implications for regional students are highlighted by the Education Council’s report Looking 
to the Future (Shergold et al., 2020, p. 69) which states that: “There is clearly great need to 
improve the availability and currency of career advice and information available to school 
students across the board and in regional schools in particular.”  

This section examines and discusses key research findings into the barriers standing in the 
way of regional and remote students’ participation in HE participation; what is causing these 
barriers and how these may be reduced or mitigated.  

Under-representation of regional and remote students in  
higher education 

Student equity data (Koshy, 2016) show that between 2008 and 2015, the number of 
regional and remote students participating in university increased by 33.1 per cent. 
However, this growth was slightly less than the growth in total domestic student 
enrolments over the same period (34.7%) and less than the growth in enrolments of 
other equity groups, including low socio-economic status (SES) students (50.4%), 
Indigenous students (72.1%) and students with a disability (88.6%).  

Despite the absolute growth in regional and remote student numbers, the proportion 
of regional students that make up the total university undergraduate population has 
remained unchanged for over twenty years. In 1997, 19.2 per cent of undergraduate 
students at Australian universities were from regional areas (Poretti, 2019; Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training [DET], 2017). In 2014, this had 
marginally increased to 20.5 per cent and then declined to 19.6 per cent in 2019 
(Koshy, 2020).  

                                                
6 Previously known as Australian Government Department of Education and Training (DET) 
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Regional students are less likely to complete secondary schooling 

In metropolitan areas of Australia, 80.3 per cent of students complete Year 12 or 
equivalent by the age of 19. This rate falls to 63.9 per cent in inner regional areas 
and 40.3 per cent in very remote regions (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 
2016). Regional and remote students also have lower achievement levels in Year 12 
than their metropolitan counterparts and therefore lower rates of transition to 
university (Cardak et al., 2017). Children growing up in regional or remote areas with 
the same academic ability as their metropolitan peers continue to be much less likely 
to attend university (Productivity Commission, 2019). 

Regional student transitions 

Compared with students at metropolitan high schools, students at regional and 
remote high schools are less likely to complete high school, less likely to apply to 
university, less likely to accept a university offer and, for those who do take up a 
university offer, they are twice as likely to defer it and less likely to complete their 
degree (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019, p. 14). Other evidence tells us that 
students from high SES backgrounds are more likely than those from low SES 
backgrounds to take up their deferred university positions the following year (Polesel, 
2009). This has clear implications for students in regional areas, where incomes are 
lower overall than in metropolitan areas (ABS, 2016).  

Regional students have lower university completion rates, but better employment 
outcomes amongst those who do complete 

The Final Report of the National Regional, Rural and Remote Tertiary Education Strategy 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2019, p. 14) shows that six years after commencing an 
undergraduate degree in 2012, fewer regional and remote students have completed, 
compared with metropolitan students (65.5% for metropolitan students, 61.4% for inner 
regional, 58.5% for outer regional, 48.7% for remote areas). Interestingly, those regional and 
remote students who did succeed in completing their undergraduate degree had better 
employment outcomes in 2018 (76.7% in full time employment) than their metropolitan 
counterparts (71.8%). 

While further research is required to more fully understand why this is the case, perhaps the 
extra persistence required by regional students to complete high school, gain a university 
offer, accept it, commence and complete within six years, plays a role in their successfully 
securing employment post-graduation. Another factor to consider is that regional areas have 
been providing significantly more employment opportunities over the past five years in 
particular, with figures from the Regional Australia Institute (2021a) showing the job vacancy 
rate growing at around six percent between 2016-2019; “the fastest since the mining 
construction boom”. The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic has seen a further boost to 
regional employment opportunities, with regional SA experiencing a 107 per cent increase in 
job vacancies in the 12-month period of May 2020 to May 2021. With professional positions 
having the highest vacancy levels (Regional Australia Institute, 2021b), regional students 
who may be returning to their local communities’ post-graduation are therefore more likely to 
find employment than their metropolitan peers.  
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Impacts and influences on regional students’ post-school 
aspirations and decisions 

The NSW study found that the major barriers for regional students transitioning to HE 
were cost, not knowing what to study and insecurity about leaving family and friends. 
The following section looks at these and other research findings about the various 
influences that impact the post-school choices and decisions of regional students, 
including those on an ATAR pathway who are academically capable of achieving a 
place at university.  

1. Proximity of a university to their community  

A lack of access to a university located in or near their home has been shown to be a 
major obstacle preventing regional students from attending university (Halsey 2018; 
James, 2001, 2002; Katersky Barnes et al., 2019; Polesel, 2009). Woodroffe et al. 
(2017, p. 160) talk about “factors of rurality” and how this “can impact on awareness 
of the possibility” of educational options, including higher education. In the previous 
section the challenges in providing a larger university presence in regional SA have 
been discussed. There have been recent attempts to increase HE access in small 
regional communities with the RUC program, which provides campus-like facilities, 
academic, and wellbeing support for students at any Australian university (Australian 
Government DESE, 2021). Recent research has shown that RUCs are playing a 
significant role in providing better access and support for students studying online in 
regional areas (Crawford, 2021). Since 2017, there has been a significant increase in 
the number of RUCs opening across Australia which are providing more opportunities 
for individuals to study in their local region. However, there has been no research as 
yet on the impact RUCs are having on school-leavers and if they would consider 
studying online with the support of an RUC as a genuine study option.  

2. Deciding whether to leave or stay 

Even if a regional campus is located nearby, young people in regional communities 
are often faced with the decision of whether to ‘stay’ or ‘leave’ their community 
(O’Shea et. al., 2019).  

Distance, coupled with poor public transport, have established an invisible wall, 
as the practicalities of getting out make it physically and emotionally hard. With 
such a pervasive sense of feeling stuck, it takes particular drive and courage 
for young people to go to a place like university (Gore, Fray, Patfield, & Harris, 
2019, p. 59). 

The challenges of leaving home and community came across strongly in the NSW 
study, with just over 40 per cent of students (n=531) indicating on the survey that 
they would be reluctant to leave their home, their family and friends. Comments in 
focus groups also indicated a level of anxiety about moving to a city, where there are 
so many unknowns and even catching public transport is an unfamiliar activity.   

Other research highlights this as a very difficult decision for many regional students 
(see for example, Corbett (2008); Pollard, 2017). In stories of regional students 
gathered by O’Shea et al. (2019, p. 7) “the sense of ‘loss’ and ‘leaving’ featured 
strongly”, as students contemplated “losing connection to family and land as well as 
the anticipated loneliness” implicit in making a decision to leave. Fray et al.’s (2020, 
p. 65) scoping study of 65 articles examining HE aspirations of Australian 
regional/remote students, published between 1991 and 2016, found that 26 of the 
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articles “identified the emotional cost of relocating in order to access university 
education as a negative factor influencing student aspirations”. Gender appears to 
play a part in this as well, with research indicating that boys are less likely to move 
away, due to family and community expectations that they will stay and work in the 
local area (Fray et al., 2020), including an expectation in farming communities that 
sons will stay and take over the family farm (Gore et al., 2019). Overseas studies 
echo these findings, such as a recent Swedish study (Rosvall, 2020, p. 1027) which 
showed that boys were less likely than girls to leave their regional community to go 
to university due to “more [employment] opportunities for boys, and more visible 
examples of men as role models”, mainly in the areas of typically male-dominated 
trades and industries.  

However, for young people considering university, success is often defined by 
leaving their regional community irrespective of whether there is a local university 
option (Ronan, 2020). Staying behind can be seen as a form of failure, as success is 
contingent upon leaving (O’Shea et al., 2019; Ronan, 2020; Stockdale, Theunissen, 
& Haartsen, 2018). Not all students want to attend their local university, with the 
NSW study finding that a number of students (and teachers) viewed their local 
university as not as ‘good’ as metropolitan universities and considered that 
employment outcomes post-graduation were greater in the city.  

It remains to be seen if the introduction of an RUC into a local community impacts 
upon the post-secondary choices of regional students, perhaps resulting in more 
students choosing to study remotely/online with a university of their choice while 
being able to remain in their home community. Certainly, from early 2020, the Covid-
19 pandemic has accelerated the development and normalisation of online learning, 
challenging preconceived ideas about studying online (TEQSA, 2020). Despite the 
increased normalisation of online learning in universities, there is no research as yet 
on whether these developments have challenged the notion that success is defined 
by leaving rural communities in Australia or shaped the post-secondary choices of 
regional students. While too early to tell, the broader prevalence of online study as a 
result of Covid-19 restrictions, combined with local support from RUCs, may lead to a 
greater acceptance of online study as a legitimate and practical choice by regional 
students. 

3. Cost 

The NSW study identified cost as the most significant barrier for regional students 
transitioning from NSW schools to university. For many regional students, going to 
university means relocating to a city or a large regional town with a university and 
meeting the associated costs of housing, food and transport on top of the cost of 
books and equipment and/or consumables necessary for successful course7 
completion. Cost emerges as a significant barrier in numerous other studies and 
reports on regional student HE participation, with recommendations for universities 
and governments to improve financial support for regional students (see, for example, 
Katersky Barnes et al., 2019; Fray et al., 2020; Kilpatrick et al., 2019). 

The cost of living away from home varies by location and individual choices as to type and 
quality of accommodation but it is generally accepted to be over $20,000 per year. For 
example, the Australian government requires that an international student has available to 

                                                
7 Course is the term used in this report to denote a full course of study – e.g. a university degree. 



 

King, Stone, Ronan           19 

them a minimum of AUD $21,041 for living costs for one year (Australian Government Study 
Australia, 2021). This figure is a reasonable guide as to the costs for a domestic student who 
must live away from home to attend university. For Australian students over the age of 18 
who must live away from home to study, the full rate of Youth Allowance paid is $512.50 per 
fortnight equating to $13,325 per year (Australian Government Services Australia, 2021). 
This amount begins to taper when annual parental income exceeds $55,626. There is a gap 
of $7,716 between what is considered a minimum cost of living for an international student 
and the income support for students who must relocate to study. It is assumed that 
parents/guardians will contribute money, or the student would need to work at least eighteen 
hours per week to support themselves. 

4. ‘Don’t know’ factor and the Gap Year 

The NSW study found that 43 per cent of students experienced ‘not knowing what to 
do’ as an obstacle to going to university immediately after school. This was the 
second-highest ranked obstacle (with cost being the first). Students who had a firm 
view of their career path, the courses they needed to take to pursue their goals and 
the financial means, were more likely to be planning to make the transition to 
university upon finishing school, than students who were undecided about their future 
or who needed/wanted to earn money directly after finishing school. The study found 
that 50 per cent of students were intending to take a gap year. Many of these students 
saw a gap year as a time to decide what they wanted to do, or, for those who 
intended to go to university, a chance to earn money and meet the criteria for Youth 
Allowance ‘independent’ status; however, most were uninformed about the details of 
how to do this, such as not knowing the qualifying period, the amount they needed to 
earn, or how to apply for payments.  

The NSW study also surveyed a cohort of students who had graduated from school at 
the end of 2015 – about 20 months prior to the study being conducted. Of these 
school graduates, 51 per cent (n=37) reported having taken a gap year after high 
school, with 89 per cent of them (n=33) having gone on to university the following 
year. This finding contradicts NSW Department of Education internal data from 
previous cohorts of regional students which showed that five years after finishing 
school, only 5 to 6 per cent of students who had taken a gap year transitioned to 
university (Quin, Stone & Trinidad, 2017, p. 5). Clearly, more research is needed into 
the impact of a gap year on future entry to university.  

As previously mentioned, regional students are more likely to take a gap year than 
metropolitan students (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). Additionally, with students 
from low SES backgrounds being less likely to start university in the year following 
their gap year (Polesel, 2009), regional students are more likely to be 
disproportionately affected.  

5. Access to adequate career advice and information about university 

The various uncertainties that led to so many students in the NSW study deciding to take a 
gap year were indicative of the paucity of accurate information and advice that appeared to 
be available to these students. A lack of accurate and appropriate guidance for regional 
students in relation to post-school education and careers has been identified, with the 
Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education (Halsey, 2018, p. 29) 
recommending recognition for “the growing importance of career information”. Other studies 
make similar recommendations; for example, Woodroffe et al. (2017, p. 160) report that, 
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within the regional school context, “rural youth are often not given the information and skills 
they need” to make informed decisions about future careers; while Kilpatrick et al. (2019, p. 
561), in their evaluation of a university outreach program in regional schools, conclude that 
“facilitating access to information, physical, financial, academic and social resources [is] 
needed for successful participation” of regional students in higher education.  

Looking more broadly at students from low SES backgrounds (who are overrepresented in 
regional schools), a major study of 6,492 students from Years 3 to 12 at 64 NSW public 
schools, both regional and metropolitan, talks of the need to provide “more detailed and 
meaningful information” and “tailored advice about what is needed for specific careers” as 
part of the “nurturing” required to encourage students from lower SES backgrounds to enter 
university (Gore et al., 2017, p.1398). Similarly, Austin et al. (2020, p. 34) in reference to 
their work in Australian career development, make the point that while “quality career 
advice... has the potential to lessen the gap in educational and employment outcomes of 
students from different socioeconomic backgrounds”, in many countries, including Australia, 
there are a number of identified problems with the career advice that is currently being 
offered in schools, “including resourcing; teacher qualifications, knowledge, and attitudes; 
equity; and regulation”. 

6. Student Aspirations 

Earlier research found that non-metropolitan students were less likely to aspire to university 
study than metropolitan students (Alloway et al 2004; Khoo and Ainley, 2005; Kilpatrick and 
Abbott- Chapman, 2002). However, more recent research indicates that young people from 
low SES backgrounds, including those in regional and rural areas of Australia, aspire to 
attend university following high school at a comparable rate to high-SES metropolitan 
regions (Vernon, Watson & Taggart, 2018; Gore et al., 2019). Additionally, “female students 
in metropolitan, regional and remote locations appear to be more likely than males to aspire 
to university” while male students in regional areas are more likely to “prefer apprenticeships 
to formal education” (Fray et al., 2020, p. 70). More broadly, the career aspirations of 
Australian students are highly gendered (Gore et al., 2017). 

Yet, without opportunities to support and nurture their aspirations, the transition to university 
is unlikely (O’Shea et. al., 2019). Students who discuss university more frequently with 
others, including parents, peers, and teachers, are more likely to expect to attend university 
post school (Vernon & Drane, 2021). Indeed, one recent large study into university access, 
participation and success, which surveyed 3,180 regional and remote students (Katersky 
Barnes et al., 2019) concludes that the key factors encouraging aspiration for university are: 
home and community factors; family, friends, teachers and other school staff; presence of a 
university campus locally; and school visits both to and from universities.  

Clearly, focusing on whether regional students are aspirational or not, oversimplifies the 
complexity that students face in their post-secondary decision-making process (Ronan, 
2020). Much research has highlighted that without concrete opportunities to support and 
develop their aspirations, students in regional areas are unable to internalise the goals of a 
university education (Vernon, Watson & Taggart, 2018).  

7. Family and community aspirations & influences  

Educational and career aspirations for regional students can be shaped by the 
expectations of significant others, including parents, teachers and peers; also by other 
community influences such as socio-economic and local employment factors (Fray et 
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al., 2020; Harwood et al., 2017; Katersky Barnes et al., 2019; O’Shea et al., 2019; 
Vernon & Drane, 2021). While some research indicates that parents in 
regional/remote areas are less likely to expect their children to go to university 
(Koshy, Dockery & Seymour, 2017), other research indicates that parental aspirations 
are more closely aligned to socio-economic status than location (James et al., 2008; 
McLachlan, Gilfillan & Gordon, 2013).  

We would argue that a more nuanced perspective is needed, given that 
regional/remote communities can differ greatly from one another, as can the parental 
aspirations within them (Gore et al., 2019). While we know that “parents living in 
regional and rural Australia… are less likely than their urban counterparts to have 
continued onto post-year 12 education” (Kilpatrick et al., 2020, p. 22), this does not 
necessarily mean that these parents do not have university aspirations for their 
children. Indeed, the NSW study found that both the regional students and their 
parents had high aspirations for their futures, with 77 per cent of the students 
intending to complete a university degree and 75 per cent believing their parents 
expected them to go to university. This indicated a close match between student and 
parent aspirations.  

This finding is supported by a research study across 64 NSW schools with 
prospective first-in-family students (Patfield, Gore, & Weaver, 2021). These students 
aspired to go university upon leaving school and, even though neither parent was 
university-educated, a high level of parental encouragement for their university 
aspirations was reported; “students particularly spoke of their parents identifying the 
chance to build a different life as a direct result of going to university” (p. 603), “with 
university symbolising a level of income, security, and prestige that has not yet been 
achieved in the family” (p. 604).  

However, while parental aspirations may be high, the capacity to actively encourage 
and support their child/ren on the path to university can be impeded by their lack of 
experience, and the “gap between parental aspirations and parental knowledge” 
(Kilpatrick et al., 2020, p. 33). 
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Section Four: Method 
The SA Department for Education initially identified 13 schools with which the 
research team could engage, with each of these schools appearing to have cohorts 
of students achieving an ATAR greater than 60, but with lower rates of transition to 
university than SA metropolitan schools. One additional school also participated in 
the research. See Table 1 in the following section of this report for the de-identified 
list of participating schools, with information on each school’s ASGS remoteness 
category and the distance of each from Adelaide, from a local university campus 
and from a Regional University Centre where applicable. This project was cleared 
by the University of South Australia HREC, ethics clearance number #202791 and 
approved by the SA Department for Education.  

Fourteen schools participated in the survey; this included the 13 initially identified by 
the SA Department for Education and one additional school that was added during 
the research project. Eight of these 14 schools also participated in focus groups. 
Section Four of this report further explores the geographical differences of the schools 
who participated in the study. 

Given that one of the intentions of this research was to be able to compare findings 
with that of the NSW study, a similar methodological approach, research questions, 
data collection, and outcomes were selected. Therefore, the approach to the 
investigation has been similarly multi-faceted and used:  

• Quantitative data on ATAR scores, offers, refusals and enrolments collected by the 
SA Department for Education to establish the existence, and extent of, the issue of 
academically capable regional students not transitioning to university. 

• A literature review to explore the findings of current research in relation to why 
regional/remote students choose to enrol or not enrol at university. 

• Surveys (anonymously completed) of current Year 11 and Year 12 students 
designed to explore the presence or otherwise of the barriers to university 
participation identified by both the NSW study and the literature review. 

• Qualitative data collected in interviews with school staff and focus groups with Year 
11 and 12 students, designed to test the importance and relative weights of the 
obstacles and barriers to university participation identified in the survey. 

Survey: Current Year 11 and Year 12 Students 

A survey was distributed to each of the 14 participating schools, with 198 Year 11 and 12 
students responding. A copy of the survey is attached at Appendix 1. The survey was 
designed to: 

• collect demographic data [Questions 1-11] 
• ascertain the student’s level of engagement with school [Questions 12-15] 
• establish the level of aspiration towards university of students and their parents 

[Questions 16-19] 
• identify the factors influencing student decision-making about post-school 

destinations [Questions 20-21] 
• determine the student’s current intentions post-school [Question 22] and impact of 

cost on this intention [Question 23] 
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• ascertain level of awareness of Regional University Centres and how they can 
assist/support regional students [Questions 24-25] 

• determine the level and sources of knowledge students have about university costs, 
including awareness of free enabling courses [Questions 26-29] 

• discover whether and how often each student had travelled to Adelaide  
[Question 30]. 

The survey replicated to a large extent the survey used in the NSW study to ensure 
that the data gathered in SA schools was as comparable as possible to the NSW 
data, with some adaptations made for the SA context and the increased presence of 
Regional University Centres since the time of the NSW study.  

Focus groups and interviews with students and staff  

This study also conducted focus group interviews with Year 11 and Year 12 students at eight 
of the 14 schools where the survey was distributed. Additionally, one-to-one or group 
interviews with staff were held at nine of the 14 schools.  

1. Focus Groups with Students 

Focus group participants were drawn from the cohort of students who had completed the 
survey; each of the schools determined which students would participate in these groups. A 
total of 24 student focus groups were held – seven with Year 11 students, fourteen with Year 
12 and three with a combination of both year 11 and 12 students. A total of 124 students 
participated in the focus groups, 84 girls and 40 boys.  

The aim of the focus groups was to drill down into students’ thinking about the possibilities of 
and obstacles to making the transition from school to university. Semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews were recorded with the student participants. The researcher had a set of prompt 
questions but the conversations were allowed to go in the direction students took them. The 
prompt questions focused on: 

• how students informed themselves about university courses and requirements 
• their future aspirations 
• their immediate intentions post Year 12 
• those individuals the students perceived as having an influence on their decision 
• the obstacles they perceived they might face in realising their aspirations 
• their knowledge about financial support and pathways to assist students from 

regional schools to attend university. 

Each focus group lasted approximately 45 minutes. The researchers took notes which were 
subsequently analysed to ascertain any dominant themes in the students’ responses. The 
written notes from each focus group were analysed using NVivo 12 and coded to identify 
recurring themes and issues. 

2. Interviews with teachers, career advisers and senior staff 

Interviews were conducted with Year 12 coordinators/year leaders, principals, deputy-
principals, career advisors and Year 12 teachers – a total of 23 staff members. These staff 
members interviewed will be referred to collectively as ‘school educators’ throughout the 
remainder of this report. The aim of these interviews was to seek the views of staff regarding 
how and why their students were making decisions about university study. Notes from the 
interviews were coded and analysed in the same way as the student focus group notes. 
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To better understand the ‘voices’ of the participants, examples of verbatim remarks from 
both students and school educators are provided in the Findings section of this report.  
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Section Five: The schools and their students 

About the schools and their localities 

The 14 schools which participated in the study are from geographically diverse regions of 
SA. The de-identified list below outlines each school’s ASGS remoteness category and the 
distances from Adelaide, the nearest university campus (metro or regional), and closest 
Regional University Centre. 

Table 1. Distance from each school to Adelaide, nearest campus & RUC;  
& ASGS classification 

School 
Distance to 
Adelaide in km 

Distance to nearest 
university campus 
(regional or metro) 
in km 

Distance to nearest 
RUC in km ASGS Classification 

A 249 206 108 Outer Regional 
B 182 182 164 Outer Regional 
C 435 3 363 Inner Regional 
D 294 156 221 Remote 
E 382 52 310 Outer Regional 
F 430 7 363 Inner Regional 
G 271 183 199 Remote 
H 651 267 342 Remote 
I 532 148 224 Remote 
J 387 5 76 Outer Regional 
K 384 182 105 Outer Regional 
L 55 55 42 Outer Regional 
M 259 259 218 Outer Regional 
N 537 337 260 Outer Regional 

The size of the schools in the study also varied significantly. Some schools were in larger 
regional centres and had significant Year 11 and 12 cohorts. Others were ‘Area Schools’ 
which are schools that offer Reception8 to Year 12 in small rural communities. The Year 11 
and 12 cohort in some Area Schools that the research team visited consisted of fewer than 
10 students. 

Additional schools expressed interest in participating in the research and a desire for the 
research team to visit and facilitate focus groups within their school. However, Covid-19 
generated significant challenges in achieving this. A reduction in regional flights plus other 
travel restrictions due to the pandemic limited the ability of the research team to engage with 
more schools. The research team aims to continue engaging with these schools to speak 
with their students and will use this additional data in any further publications beyond this 
report. 

About the students 

A total of 198 students participated in the survey. As mentioned earlier, the 124 students 
who participated in the focus groups also completed the survey. Hence, responses to the 

                                                
8 In SA schools, Reception is the name used for the first year of school, prior to Year 1. Children commence school at 5 years 
of age in SA.  
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survey questions provide us with an understanding of the whole student cohort involved in 
this study. This section looks at the demographics of these students, as well as their level of 
engagement with school and their studies in general. 

Tables 2 and 3 show the breakdown by gender and year of study. 

Table 2. Students by gender 

Males 68 34.3% 
Females 127 64.1% 
Non-Binary 2 1% 
Not disclosed 1 0.5% 
Total  198   

Table 3. Students’ year of study 

Year 11 72 36.4% 
Year 12 126 63.6% 
Total  198  

Other demographic characteristics 

All participating Year 11 and 12 students lived and studied in regional SA. Of the total cohort 
4 per cent identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and 3.5 per cent spoke a 
language other than English at home. Most of the students, 62 per cent, were living with 
both parents, 21 per cent with their mother, 3 per cent with their father, 2 per cent with a 
guardian and the remaining 12 per cent were living independently, with relatives or in other 
accommodation.  

Amongst the 198 respondents, 29 per cent had a sibling or other family member either at 
university or who had completed a degree. This means that 71 per cent of the school 
student cohort in this study would be, if they chose to go to university, the first child in their 
immediate family to attend university. See Table 4 below 

Table 4. Other demographic characteristics 

Student attributes: % of sample 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 4.0 
Spoke languages other than English 3.5 
Living with both parents 62.0 
Living independently 12.0 
Potentially first in family at university 71.0 

Students’ engagement with school and their studies   

Attendance and participation in school and school-based activities are predictors of 
academic success and therefore likelihood of receiving an offer of a place at university 
(Erebus, 2008). As a measure of their engagement with school and study, students were 
asked how often they missed school or arrived late for classes. Figure 6 highlights that most 
students did not arrive late for classes, skip classes or miss a day at school for no good 
reason regularly. This suggests that these students were generally motivated and engaged 
with their schooling.  
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Figure 6. About how often do you do any of the following? 

As another measure of student engagement, the survey asked about the number of hours 
students devoted to study and school-based activities. See Table 5. 

Table 5. Approximately how many hours a week do you spend on the following? 
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Considering that all respondents were in an ATAR stream, the percentage of students 
(65.5%) studying less than five hours a week outside of school hours seems high; however, 
this is the same percentage that was found in the NSW study. Like their NSW regional 
counterparts, these SA students were doing less than an hour a day of extra study. Only 8.4 
per cent of the students surveyed said they were studying more than 10 hours per week 
outside of school time. 

Perhaps the large number, 68 per cent, of students working in paid employment for more 
than six hours a week and almost 36 per cent working more than 10 hours a week is a 
reason for the low number of hours devoted to study. One variance between the NSW and 
SA students was that only 25 per cent of the NSW students were working more than 10 
hours per week, compared with 36 per cent in this SA study. However, in both studies, the 
students were in paid work for a higher number of hours each week than they were studying, 
outside of school.  

In summary, based on their school attendance patterns, the SA regional students who 
responded to the survey were similar to the NSW cohort, in that they were on an ATAR 
pathway, appeared to be generally engaged with school, with many working part- time in 
paid employment.   
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Section Six: Findings from the study 
Through surveys and interviews we sought to establish why fewer academically able 
regional SA students are transitioning to university than are metropolitan students, the 
barriers impeding SA regional students’ engagement with higher education, and how 
significant are these barriers from the students’ perspective.  

This section outlines our key findings. We situate these findings within the context of the 
following list of barriers to higher education for regional students, gleaned from both the 
literature review and the findings of the NSW study. 

1. Proximity to a university or local campus. 
2. Impact of cost/financial issues. 
3. Deciding whether to leave or stay. 
4. ‘Don’t know’ factor and the Gap Year. 
5. Access to adequate career advice and information about university. 
6. Student aspirations.  
7. Family and community aspirations and influences.  
8. The Impact of parents’ level of education on students’ post-school destinations. 

The findings from the analysis of the student survey responses, student focus group 
discussions and school educator interviews are now discussed, structured under each of the 
eight points from the list above. 

1. The impact of proximity to a local campus 

The survey of current students included a question on the location of their preferred future 
university option. Of the 198 participating students, 182 provided a response to this 
question. As can be seen from the responses in Figure 7, only 21 per cent of the 
respondents were interested in attending a regional campus in SA. With all the SA 
universities based in Adelaide and very few regional satellite campuses, it is not surprising 
that the majority indicated that they wanted to study at a metropolitan university (60%). In 
the NSW study, only 25 per cent of students wanted to study in a metropolitan university, 
reflecting the impact of the presence of large regionally based universities in NSW which 
offer a broad selection of courses, compared to the satellite campuses in regional SA. So, 
although significantly more SA students wanted to attend university in a metropolitan area 
than in the NSW study, this is likely to be explained by the lack of regionally based 
universities and the limited options available at the small regional campuses in SA, as 
previously outlined.  

The NSW study also found that almost 20 per cent of students were unsure of where they 
wanted to study, while in SA this was 9 per cent, perhaps reflecting the wider choice of 
university in NSW compared with SA.  
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Figure 7. If going to university is in your future plans, where are you most interested in attending? 

Discussions in focus groups with students indicated that, even where there was a regional 
campus located nearby, many did not want to go there. This was a prevalent view amongst 
students at five of the eight schools at which focus groups were held, across different 
locations. While their knowledge of university in general was fairly scant, nevertheless they 
regarded the local campus as being a second-best option, inferior to going to a university in 
a major city. Most believed that local campuses were of lower quality compared with 
metropolitan campuses; also that their options would be limited by going to a local campus 
due to a more limited choice of courses. While there was agreement that some students 
may decide to go to a local campus (where they had access to one) they indicated this 
would only happen “because it was there”, not because students really wanted to do one of 
the courses on offer. For example, in one focus group, a few of the students said they 
wanted to study Nursing in Adelaide, even though exactly the same Nursing course was 
offered locally. When asked why they would prefer to study in the city, rather than at the 
local campus, they said that there were more opportunities and they were more likely to 
have a successful career if they completed their degree at a metropolitan campus.  

The school educators also tended to be more positive about going to a university in Adelaide 
than to the local campus within their geographic area. Some staff expressed the view that 
the local campus had a poor reputation, so they would not recommend students go there; 
also that the local campus limits the opportunities of students due to the restricted number of 
courses available. Some noted that boys were particularly limited by the lack of broader 
course availability, with local courses on offer being seen as more traditionally ‘female’, such 
as nursing and teaching. Such comments came from staff across three different schools, in 
different regional areas.  

It is noteworthy that the large metropolitan universities in SA have regular outreach 
programs to the schools at which such negative attitudes towards regional campuses and 
study centres were expressed. Later in this report the impact of recruitment visits by 
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universities is discussed, with students generally having a high level of awareness of 
marketing approaches and being quite negative about universities coming to “talk about how 
great their uni is” (student focus group). Nevertheless, outreach visits from metropolitan 
universities may be having an influence on both student and staff perceptions of what 
constitutes a ‘good’ university. 

As previously mentioned, these findings differ from those of the NSW study, in which 
studying locally was more positively regarded, with only a minority (which included some of 
the more academically successful students) believing that the local campus was not good 
enough. The majority were intending to go to a regional university if within a manageable 
travelling distance. It is worth noting that NSW regional universities tend to be very active in 
terms of outreach programs to schools within their regional area, promoting both the 
universities in general and any local campus in the vicinity, with one of many examples 
being the In2Uni program (University of Wollongong, 2021). However, the NSW study also 
found that amongst the students who only had access to a smaller satellite campus locally, 
their intentions to study locally were mainly influenced by whether it offered the course they 
wanted to do.  

Other research indicates that the regional presence of a university and its active outreach 
programs contribute towards increasing university aspirations amongst regional/remote 
students (see for example, Kilpatrick et al., 2019; Fray et al., 2020). Further research needs 
to be conducted with schools and universities to explore what more can be done to 
encourage students in regional SA to consider local campuses as positive options. As found 
by Gore et al., (2019, p. 37) in their study of how post-school aspirations are formed, “the 
local university provides a critical space for newcomers to higher education”. The concerns 
expressed by students and staff about the financial and social implications of relocation 
would seem to indicate a need to encourage and support more local university study options 
for the many regional students who are indeed, along with their families, newcomers to 
higher education.  

2. Impact of cost/financial issues  

The discussions with students in the focus groups confirmed that cost was a significant 
barrier for many. As in the NSW study, the cost of attending university was raised by 
students in every focus group. Discussion focused on costs of relocation, rent, food, 
transport and loss of income for those locally employed or potentially employed upon leaving 
school. A common view was that, while parents might be able/willing to help to some extent, 
the costs would need to be borne largely by the students themselves. 

They’ve always said, if you’re going to do that you’ve got to make the money 
yourself. That’s just how I was brought up. I would just have to come up with 
the money myself, but I just don’t know how long it would take. 

For farming families, capacity to fund university depended on external and largely 
uncontrollable factors such as weather. In the words of one student, it “depends if there’s 
rain”. In another region, where fishing was a key industry, a view was expressed by students 
in one focus group that they could not justify going to university and not earning money for 
three years, when they could go work on a fishing boat and earn a salary straight away. 

School educators also believed that the cost of going to university was a significant barrier 
for many of their students. Some felt that the cost of having to fund a child’s relocation to 
Adelaide, let alone the other costs of university study, would be out of the reach of most of  
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the families in their school community, especially if there were several children in the family. 
As a result, some educators were cautious about recommending university as a pathway, if 
they felt it was unattainable given the financial reality of family situations. 

Students’ knowledge about financial support options 

Students were unaware of the details of potential sources of financial support for university, 
as shown in Table 6, with 62 per cent knowing ‘a little or nothing’ about Youth Allowance9 
and 73 per cent knowing ‘a little or nothing’ about HECS-HELP10.  

Table 6. How much do you know about the following ways 
 of funding your university education? 

 
SA students had significantly less knowledge of financial support options than students in 
the NSW Study. Figure 8 shows the difference between the knowledge of Youth Allowance 
and HECS-HELP between regional students in the two states. In the NSW study, 41 per 
cent knew little or nothing about Youth Allowance, while this figure increased to 62 per cent 
for this SA study. The variance in knowledge of HECS-HELP between these two studies was 
also significant, with 51 per cent of the NSW students knowing little or nothing the HECS-
HELP, while for the SA students in this study it grew to a substantial proportion of 73 per 
cent.  

                                                
9 Australian Government means-tested financial assistance for students – includes Abstudy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students 
10 Australian Government system of income-contingent loans for higher education (Higher Education Contribution Scheme – 
Higher Education Loan Program) 
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Figure 8. NSW and SA Comparison of HECS-HELP and Youth Allowance Knowledge  

The SA students’ lack of knowledge of avenues of financial assistance was similarly evident 
in the focus groups. Most students knew very little about how the system of government 
support for students through Centrelink11 worked, nor did they understand the income-
contingent nature of HECS-HELP loans. While there was some limited understanding that 
they need not pay up-front for university courses but could defer the cost through the HECS-
HELP scheme, there was very little clear understanding of what this actually was and how it 
works. For example, a number of students talked of wanting to be able to pay for their 
course and avoid a HECS-HELP debt, as their parents were warning them not to go into 
debt. It is indeed understandable that families with low and/or uncertain incomes would be 
averse to accruing debt, but without full and accurate information, they are not in a position 
to weigh up this risk against the income-contingent nature of the loan and the potential 
financial benefits of gaining a degree. 

There was also a great deal of uncertainty about how much money they would need for 
living expenses in general, and what help and support is available, both through government 
benefits and directly from universities. Many were unaware of Youth Allowance or any other 
support through Centrelink and, while some had heard about scholarships, most had no idea 
how to apply for them. Scholarship application criteria and processes were not well 
understood, indicated by comments such as: “it can be a bit confusing with, like, what you 
have to do to obtain them and how to apply for them”; “you get told about them but not how 
to get them”; and “I know there are scholarships but I don’t know who pays for them”. 
Scholarships were generally considered to be only available for the top academic students - 
as expressed by one student, “getting money from the school for being smart, right?” 

                                                
11 Australian Government agency that administers welfare benefits and payments. 
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Knowledge of equity or rural scholarships was very limited, with many students having no 
knowledge that these existed, let alone how they might go about applying for them. In one 
focus group, students indicated they would feel guilty about applying for a scholarship,  
as they would be wasting the time of the people reading them because they weren’t  
“good enough”.  

Frustration was expressed with the lack of information that they received from their schools, 
and from university visits, about these and other financial aspects. 

We don’t get told anything but what is a scholarship, when do we apply, how 
do we apply, who do we talk to? How much does rent in Adelaide cost? It 
would be good if they told us that… 

As one student phrased it, “the financial thing is the main reason why a lot of people might 
not go to uni’, yet this student also voiced that if she had more information about financial 
supports, “I would definitely start considering [going to university]”. It was clear that the 
information provided was not easily understood by the students, some of whom felt 
overwhelmed by the way it was presented.  

A few unis do presentations at school, but they bring lots of books and make 
us look at them – it isn’t helpful and they make going to uni sound easy, but we 
know it isn’t. 

Unfortunately, a lack of knowledge and understanding of financial support available was not 
limited to the students but present amongst many of the school educators as well. They too 
would become frustrated by not being able to find out more about the financial support 
available. To quote one teacher, “Do we just google university grants and scholarships? 
Where do we find that? I am sick of looking”. Many of the school educators had relatively 
little knowledge about scholarships, with once again a common misunderstanding being that 
they were only available for high-performing students. Most were only aware of the more 
prestigious scholarships based on academic merit. 

An exception to this was at one school where there was a surprising amount of knowledge 
amongst both staff and students about scholarships in the local region. This was because of 
a local charity being particularly active in offering financial aid and scholarships for youth 
projects, which also extended to education, based on financial circumstances rather than 
grades. Both students and staff were aware of this assistance, which indicates perhaps the 
importance of devolving information and resources to local communities, and the greater 
effectiveness of local, community promotion. 

Students’ understanding of the costs of tertiary study 

The survey asked students to estimate the cost of a year at university (excluding the HECS 
debt). As Figure 9 shows, about one-third of the students thought more than $20,000 per 
year is needed, while the majority estimated less than this.  
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Figure 9. If you were to go to university how much do you think it would cost each year  
(think about books, accommodation, living expenses and transport)? 

Of course, the actual cost depends upon where the student chooses to attend university. If 
students attend university in their hometown or can commute to a university then they can 
remain living at home and the cost is lower. However, as previously discussed, the lack  
of regional study options in SA has meant that most students need to relocate to study  
at university.  

Interestingly, students were extremely focused on Adelaide as being the only option for on-
campus study, with only 8 per cent of students considering going to university interstate. 
This is surprising given that parts of the southeast of SA are closer to universities across the 
Victorian border, in Ballarat and Greater Melbourne, than Adelaide. The focus groups 
revealed that even students in communities near the Victorian border still looked to Adelaide 
as their desired option. Students felt that Adelaide was a cheaper city to live in, but more 
interestingly, they felt their identity was more South Australian than Victorian, and this 
influenced them to want to go to university in Adelaide.  

Assuming the actual cost of attending university and relocating to do so is about $21,000 per 
annum (not including HECS; and based on government information for international student 
needs per year) then around 34 per cent of the students had a fairly accurate idea of the 
living costs entailed in a year’s study at university. However, despite this relative accuracy in 
the survey, discussion in the focus groups seemed to indicate that many students actually 
knew little detail of the potential costs of relocating and living away from home. Their 
estimates varied widely, with some being fairly close to the mark, while others considerably 
underestimated or overestimated. Suggestions across the focus groups regarding how much 
money they would need to support themselves at university for a year, varied from $10,000 
to $45,000. What was clear though in all the focus groups was that students were wanting to 
know more about the specific expenses they would need to cover, and the cost of these in a 
city environment. There was a sense of frustration for many that this information was not 
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being given to them. In the words of one student, “I know I need to save money, but I don’t 
know how much or what I will have to pay for when I get to uni. Why can’t they tell us that?”. 

In the interviews with school educators, a number also admitted not knowing themselves 
how much it would cost for a student to live and study in Adelaide, so felt very ill-equipped to 
offer advice on this. 

Sources of information on the financial costs of going to university 

As can be seen in Table 7, the survey revealed that the two sources from which students 
had learned “a fair amount” or “a lot” were parents (39%) and teachers (26%). This varies 
from the NSW study which found that the greatest sources of information about the financial 
costs of going to university were “University websites” (39.58%) and “University staff school 
visits” (33.46%). SA students did recognise that these university sources were helpful, 
however they did so at almost half the rate of the NSW students (18%). “Other members of 
the family” (17%) and 'Social Media’ (14%) also had an influence but the other options 
appear to have limited impact in disseminating information about financial support. 

While the survey showed that many students could accurately predict the likely annual costs 
of relocation for the purposes of attending university, it also showed they have very little 
knowledge of the financial support options available. Given students report getting their 
information on financial assistance from teachers and parents but have low levels of 
awareness of Youth Allowance and HECS-HELP as discussed in the previous section, this 
may be another indication that parents and teachers do not have accurate or up-to-date 
information themselves. 

Table 7. How much have you learned from each of the following sources  
about the types of financial assistance available for university  

(e.g. scholarships, grants, subsides, loans)? 

 

Learned 
nothing or 
very little 

Learned 
relatively 
little 

Learned a 
bit 

Learned a 
fair amount 

Learned a 
lot 

My parents 15% 21% 25% 30% 9% 
Teachers 17% 22% 36% 21% 5% 
University Websites 19% 23% 41% 17% 1% 
University staff visiting my 

h l 
28% 24% 29% 16% 2% 

Other family members 21% 33% 30% 13% 4% 
Social Media  28% 25% 33% 11% 3% 
Friends 30% 29% 33% 7% 1% 
SATAC websites 31% 29% 32% 6% 2% 
Online news 37% 27% 30% 6% 1% 
TV, Newspapers 46% 24% 22% 8% 1% 

3. Deciding whether to leave or stay 

As the literature review indicates, deciding whether to leave one’s local community in order 
to attend university can be a very difficult one to make. This section examines the complexity 
of this decision for these students, including the various influences at play that emerged from 
the survey responses and focus group discussions. 

The focus group discussions showed great variation in students’ intentions and level of 
confidence about moving away to go to university. Across the different schools there were 
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students in focus groups who appeared both confident and certain about leaving to go to 
university in Adelaide, using words such as “Adelaide gives more opportunities for study, 
friendships and work”. Amongst these were some who actively wanted to leave their local 
communities, citing their local area as being “quiet”, “boring” or “a bit of a hole” where there 
is “not much to do”. Others, although equally confident and certain about going, indicated 
that they thought they would like to come back and work locally once they had their degree. 
Some were quite open about the fact that they would miss their families and friends, even 
though they still intended to leave. It appeared that for most of these students, there was 
also confidence that their parents would be financially supporting them whilst at university, 
and/or that they had relatives in Adelaide with whom they could live.  

However, there were also students across the groups and schools for whom financial 
support was much less certain, which impacted significantly upon their post-school plans. 
For example, in one focus group, initially only one student (male) admitted to wanting to 
leave to attend agricultural college. For this he was laughed at by the others in the group, 
who talked of doing trades locally. Interestingly, as the discussion continued, it became clear 
that the other students would consider going to university if their families could and would 
support them financially to do so. These were students whose ATARs were estimated by 
their teachers to be 75-85. The combined factors of the expense involved in going away to 
university, and the community pressure to ‘stay local’, appeared to be significantly impacting 
upon the post-school choices and decisions of these academically capable students.    

Not all who would have financial support to go to university were confident about moving 
away. For many, while they expressed high levels of confidence in their ability to meet the 
academic requirements of university study, their confidence in living in a city, and life outside 
the classroom in their local area, was low. While acknowledging university would be 
academically hard, they were more concerned with living away from home rather than the 
actual study, with some being quite fearful of city life. As one student expressed it, “I 
wouldn’t even know how to move to a city”. There was considerable concern expressed in 
some groups about the fear of being alone, feeling lonely, not having friends, and living in a 
residential college. For many, all their family and friends were in their local community, so it 
was a huge challenge to think of leaving, whereas those who had family or friends in 
Adelaide with whom they could initially live, felt more fortunate in this regard, as they would 
not be navigating the strangeness of university and living in the city all alone. However, 
despite their fears and anxieties, many felt that moving away for university was the only way 
to be successful in their desired fields, hence they were experiencing a strong conflict of 
emotions as they struggled to make a clear decision.  

In some of the groups, the possibility was raised of staying in their communities and 
enrolling in university online, with a few students across different schools indicating that they 
have thought or were thinking of doing this. However, many more were adamant that they 
did not want to study online, and therefore were going to have to move away if they wanted 
to study at university. Their experiences of doing their school studies online during the 
period where schools were closed due to Covid-19 restrictions had only added to their 
dislike of this. For example, “I hate online learning, Covid learning was so bad – why would I 
do that after school?” For those who wanted to go to university, almost all were intent upon a 
traditional campus experience, even though they were aware of the emotional and financial 
challenges involved. 
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The survey findings in relation to online learning were particularly interesting. When students 
in the study were initially asked if they would consider studying online, only 6.6 per cent 
indicated they were considering it as an option. Further into the survey, students were also 
asked: 

Are you aware that there are now a number of Regional University Centres  
in South Australia where students doing online university courses can go  
to study, to meet other students, get help from tutors and access books  
and resources? 

Around 48 per cent of students indicated that they were not aware that these RUCs existed. 
Students were then asked:  

If there was a Regional University Centre located near where you live, would 
you be more likely to consider doing an online university course? 

Having been given this brief explanation of the purpose of RUCs in the previous question, 49 
per cent indicated that they would be more likely to consider studying online with the support 
of an RUC. This is a significant change from the 6.6 per cent who were initially considering 
online study as an option. RUCs are a new concept and awareness of them in regional 
communities is low. However, the response of students in the survey should illuminate the 
potential that RUCs have on providing alternative options for regional students who do not 
wish to leave their community. 

The interviews with staff revealed that school educators also think that students will be 
lonely if they move away to university; and that, generally speaking, students do not want to 
move away and leave their friendship groups. At the schools where the staff interviews took 
place, relatively few students do go on to university, so it is perhaps understandable that 
educators have formed this view. They also referred to the community pressure for students 
to stay and work locally, especially in the areas that have strong local industries, such as 
farming, fishing and vineyards. The financial reality for most families, of not being able to 
afford the expense of sending a child to Adelaide for university was also raised. For all these 
reasons, in most of the school educator interviews it did not appear to be the case that 
educators were particularly encouraging of students’ aspirations of going to university, being 
more likely to encourage students to stay and look for employment opportunities, as well as 
perhaps further education and training where this was accessible, within their local 
communities.  

So there appeared to be a potent mix of factors operating within local communities that were 
impacting considerably on students’ post-school options and choices regarding whether to 
stay or leave; these include family financial capacity, student confidence and certainty about 
university, presence of supportive family/friends in Adelaide, concerns regarding how and 
where to find accommodation, employment prospects locally, and community pressure and 
norms. It is clear that the decision whether to stay or leave is anything but simple for these 
regional high school students, with a range of complex practical and emotional factors at 
play. For many, it may be easier to simply postpone the decision by taking a ‘gap year’, 
which is discussed in more depth in the following section.   

4. ‘Don’t know’ factor and the Gap Year. 

The dual concerns and pressures experienced by students about the cost of university, 
including relocating to the city, combined with the difficulties in deciding whether to leave 
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their local community or stay, appeared to be strong factors encouraging students to 
contemplate taking a ‘gap year’ before deciding whether or not to continue on to university. 
As was found in the NSW study, thoughts of taking a gap year featured prominently in 
student responses, both in the survey and the focus group discussions. It was also 
commonly mentioned in interviews with staff as being a frequent choice amongst students.  

In the survey, current students were asked about their plans for the year immediately 
following graduation. As can be seen in Figure 10 nearly half the cohort of current students 
plan to take a gap year. While these students were participating in the study during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, it is unclear whether this had an impact on their post-school intentions; 
certainly, in the focus groups this was not mentioned as a reason for wanting to take a gap 
year. Also, the NSW study, held before pandemic times, found that almost 50 per cent of 
students were intending to take a gap year, so it seems likely that the pandemic had little, if 
any, impact on the SA students’ intention to do so. 

 
Figure 10. What do you think you are most likely to do immediately after finishing school? 

Through the focus group discussions, several key reasons emerged for students’ intending 
to defer a place at university and take a gap year. To summarise, they wanted to use this 
time to: 

• decide what they really want to do – whether this is going away to university  
(and if so, which course to study), or staying locally, working and/or doing  
a training/trade course 

• earn/save money/gain some financial independence 
• have a break from school and study 
• travel (if Covid allows). 

For many, the idea of taking a gap year to more clearly identify what they want to do, was 
very appealing. They felt that it was very important to make the right decision about what 
course to study at university, as to get it wrong risked potential failure - “I don’t necessarily 
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want to go straight into jumping into something and regret it and leave straightaway” - or 
additional expense through extra year/s of study, which may not be possible financially.  

They also wanted to be sure that going to university was really what they wanted to do. 
Some talked of taking a TAFE12 (Tertiary and Further Education) course during their gap 
year to see if this was what they would like to do instead. Most were planning to work for a 
year, to earn money and to see if they liked being employed full-time and/or if they found a 
job that they were happy with. Many just felt the need to “have a break”, some believing that 
this would refresh them to re-enter studies the following year.  

Financial concerns were a major driver, wanting to save money for the transition to 
university, help their family with the financial burden, prepare for living away from home, 
learn to be more financially independent and be able to contribute towards personal 
expenses. Some students were vaguely aware that a year of earning money independently 
might help them to apply for government financial assistance for university, but were very 
unclear on the details, with the majority not being able to name Centrelink or Youth 
Allowance, nor was there any clear knowledge of how independent status, for the purposes 
of Centrelink, may be achieved or assessed.  

While some students talked of travel during their gap year, they were also realistic that due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions this may not be possible; also that financially this 
could still be very difficult for them. There was some scathing talk of more financially 
privileged “Adelaide kids”, who could afford to go travelling on their gap year, in contrast to 
their own situations where the gap year is primarily a time to earn money.  

This one guy went to Bali three times in their gap year, while my sister worked 
on a vineyard. No-one here travels on their gap year; no-one goes to ‘find 
themselves’.  

There were mixed feelings in the groups about how taking a gap year may impact on their 
motivation to go to university the following year. Some expressed concerns – “If I have a gap 
year I might lose motivation” – indicating as well that, if they are working during their gap 
year, they may enjoy having an income too much to want to give it up. Others, however, 
expressed more certainty about staying motivated for university during a gap year. Some of 
these thought they would be very ready for university after a year of full-time work in their 
local area, that they would be refreshed after a break from study and keen to move on. 
Interestingly though, when discussion in some of the focus groups turned to ‘if money were 
no object’, more students indicated they would like to go straight to university rather than 
take a gap year and risk losing motivation.  

Amongst the staff interviews, it was clear that for the most part, school educators like to 
encourage those students who achieve a place at university not to take a gap year, fearing 
they will indeed lose motivation and not take up this place a year later. They tended to 
believe that taking a gap year was “a trap”, effectively trapping young school leavers in their 
local communities. Some talked of a strong “gap year culture” in the local community, which 
they found hard to understand, as, in their experience, very few students who take a gap 
year end up going to university. Reference was made to the lack of confidence many young 
people feel about leaving their community, then using the decision to take a gap year to hide 

                                                
12 TAFE colleges are Colleges of Tertiary and Further Education, that offer primarily certificate and diploma level qualifications. 
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this lack of confidence, even amongst students whose families could afford to send them. In 
the words of one teacher:  

I always hear, ‘gap year, gap year, gap year’; but this is the façade the kids 
hide behind to  cover up their uncertainty in moving to university. They want to 
go, but they are scared.  

As discussed earlier in the literature review, it is unclear just what the impact of a gap year is 
on the transition of regional students to university in the following year. While the school 
educators we spoke with were convinced it is a deterrent to students’ transition, this was 
anecdotal as the schools do not keep records on whether past students later take up a 
university place. Further research into this is undoubtedly needed. However, while it may be 
the case that a proportion of students who defer for a gap year do not later take up their 
place, we do not know how many of them would have actually taken up the place if they had 
not been able to defer. Similarly, we do not know how many have been more successful in 
their studies as a result of taking a gap year, giving them the opportunity to decide what they 
really want to do and to become a little more financially secure.  

Whatever the case, it seems clear that, for many regional students, making the decision to 
leave family, friends, community and all that is familiar, immediately after school, is 
extremely difficult, and even more so when family finances are tight. From this perspective, 
the gap year seems to be an important option for students to have. Ideally this could be a 
time in which students are assisted to decide on careers and courses, maintain motivation 
and understand the processes for applying for financial support, through government, 
university and other community channels available.  

Further findings on the need for students to receive more information and advice, about 
careers, future pathways, university options and all the associated processes, are discussed 
in the following section. 

5. Access to adequate career advice and information  
about university 

The Impact of university outreach visits to schools 

Despite SA universities being based in metropolitan Adelaide, all universities are active in 
the regions with varying levels of engagement. Some offer early entry programs to regional 
students; some make student recruitment and information dissemination visits; some run 
outreach programs (including STEM programs13, entrepreneurial programs, student support, 
and university aspiration-raising programs); some assist regional students in getting to 
University Open Days; and some provide marketing visits to schools with materials about 
courses. Not all the efforts of universities are valued by schools and some schools felt they 
were being “inundated by the universities.” Comparatively, in more isolated communities 
some schools found that all of the universities would visit their community in the same week 
and then not return for 12 months. This created a sentiment amongst school staff that the 
universities were 'ticking boxes’ by visiting their school. 

                                                
13 Programs to specifically encourage and support students in taking science, technology, engineering and mathematics-based 
courses.  
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In the focus groups there were strong opinions expressed by students about the relative 
value of various university outreach activities. Overwhelmingly, across all groups at all 
schools, student comments about university visits to their schools were negative. Some had 
trouble remembering whether a university had even visited – “I think they have” – while 
others regarded the visits as marketing exercises for the universities, rather than intended to 
inform students about the specifics of university life. In the words of one Year 11 student: 

They come in and do a fun activity with us and then try to sell their uni, How 
stupid do they  think we are? We know it is marketing. I already want to go to 
uni, I just want to know how. 

Another student from a different school echoed these sentiments in saying, “they just bring a 
PowerPoint and talk about how great their uni is”. As will be seen later, this was supported in 
the survey responses with 53 per cent of students stating that having university staff or 
students visit their school had little or no impact on their decision about what they would do 
after school.  

Across all schools, the students stressed that they would prefer to be receiving information 
on application dates, how scholarships work, how to apply for them, what living in Adelaide 
is like, how much will it cost, how to find rental/college accommodation, and so on. Whereas 
instead, they hear that, “university is great, and you should all come - but they don’t get into 
the deep ins and outs of what that means – it isn’t very helpful”. 

A high level of frustration across different focus groups at different schools was evident in 
statements such as: 

When unis come to the school they don’t talk about the daily life of students: 
how they live, eat, travel around the city. They are more focused on telling us 
to come to open days and how good the uni is. 

Students talked about being “forgotten” by the Adelaide universities, feeling that the 
universities are not interested in them, only interested in city students, as demonstrated by 
what they perceived as the universities’ lack of understanding of the realities of the students’ 
lives, for example, “sometimes they tell us about the open days, but we could never get 
there so why bother telling us?” They were also highly sceptical of the claims made by the 
different universities, believing that a more honest answer would come from family or friends 
who had experience of university. For example, “the unis give us the shiny picture, but I just 
talk to my brother or his friends to find out what going to uni is actually like”.  

In summary, what came across strongly was that students wanted more information from 
universities on the specifics such as: 

• Scholarships and grants: availability, how/when to apply, requirements. 
• ATAR information. 
• A ‘day in the life of a student’, resources, timelines, extensions, transferring  

courses, etc. 
• Accommodation opportunities: types, locations, expenses, average living costs. 
• Course information and outlines; including the opportunity to ‘sit in’ remotely  

on lectures. 

This type of information was far more important to them than “the shiny picture”. In contrast, 
at five of the schools, students talked far more positively about visits to the city and 
university campuses that were organised through their schools, with two schools organising 
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this as an annual event during Year 11. Those students who were able to participate in 
these city visits spoke highly of the experience. They talked of having visited both university 
and TAFE campuses, learnt how to catch public transport and do other city activities, such 
as eating at restaurants – a novelty for students in towns where there were no restaurants 
as such. Some were also taken to a big sporting match, which was a highlight for those 
involved. Schools tended to try to organise this relatively inexpensively, encouraging 
students to stay with family or friends in Adelaide, where this was possible. Those students 
who spoke about these trips had clearly enjoyed them and learnt a lot more about university 
and city life. 

Students at some of the other schools said that their school would notify them of university 
open days but does not take students there, leaving it up to individual students to follow up. 
As a result, students were less likely to attend.  

Figure 11 shows the survey data presenting a mixed picture on the impact of open days on 
student decision making with 45 per cent of students indicating that they have no, or low, 
impact on their post-school choices. 

 
Figure 11. How much impact do university open days have on your decisions  

about what you want to do after school? 

The interviews with school educators revealed similar views to those of the students, both 
about the university visits to the school and about the school visits to the city, where these 
were offered. Comments about university visits included: visits were inconsistent; 
communication from the university to the school was poor; the visits are left too late – 
students have already “switched off” to the idea of university by the time of the visit; the 
students find the visits discouraging – just a one-off visit with an activity rather than useful 
information; and the visits are not giving students practical day-to-day information to build 
their confidence.  

School educators also spoke of the “marketing” aspect of university visits, indicating that 
they too, along with parents, are tired of this emphasis. In the words of one teacher:  

45%

32%

23%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

No or Low Impact

Some Impact

High or Very High Impact

Percentage of Students

How much impact do university open days have on your 
decisions about what you want to do after school?
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Uni reps go on their sales rants, and the parents just switch off. Parents don’t 
want to know uni-specific information, they want general information about  
the transition.  

Another teacher indicated that the school is “sick of marketing people” from universities, 
finding it more effective to organise their own information program with ex-students and 
preferring to “leave the universities out of it”. Some positive suggestions about how the visits 
could be improved included having talks by student mentors, support services, and more 
detailed information about costs and living expenses. On the other hand, educators at 
schools that organised visits to the city, saw these as being far more useful and effective, 
boosting the confidence of students who were thinking of university. One felt it was “the best 
thing teachers could do” to encourage students’ university aspirations. Others highlighted 
the value of taking students to a university campus and having a multi-day experience in 
reducing students’ anxieties about moving away - “students are scared to navigate the city, 
they won’t admit it, but they are!”. 

The NSW study found that, at several of the schools which wanted to take students on 
university visits, the expense involved was too great for most of the students to attend.  
While this was not raised in the SA focus groups and interviews specifically, the fact that  
not all schools arrange such visits perhaps means that finances are a barrier for some 
schools and some cohorts of students. This is worth considering and will be discussed 
further under Recommendations. 

Career Advice  

From the focus group discussions, it appeared that the amount and quality of career advice 
and information that students received varied quite a bit across the different schools. Even 
within the same school, different focus groups expressed contrasting views of whether the 
career advice and resources were helpful, with some students saying they received good 
advice, and others saying the opposite. At one school, students spoke of a ‘careers 
immersion week’ in which they focused on specific information about a wide range of 
careers, while at another, students said they had received no career advice at all, with the 
careers counsellor being on leave all term. A minority of students felt they had a good 
understanding of universities and what courses they intended to do, having mainly done 
their own research online through university websites. However, even these highly motivated 
and resourceful students indicated that they would have liked more in-person advice to 
assist them.  

The survey also indicated the variability of career advice, with the majority of students 
reporting that career advice had only some or low impact on their post-school decisions.  
See Figure 12. 
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 Figure 12. How much impact do careers advisors have on your decisions  

about what you want to do after school? 

Something that was frequently mentioned across different focus groups at the majority of 
schools, was their Personal Learning Plan (PLP). This is something that SA high school 
students are required to do as a compulsory subject, normally in Year 10. The aim of it is to 
help students choose their subjects for Years 11 and 12, and more generally to plan for their 
future, in terms of career and employment (SA Certificate of Education, 2021). While some 
students said they had not enjoyed this subject, most who mentioned it indicated that it had 
been influential in helping them decide what they wanted to do, or that it had inspired their 
interest in pursuing a particular subject or discipline area. This and work experience were 
described by a number of students as having focused their minds on what they might like as 
future careers.  

An area in which information seemed to be particularly lacking was that of alternative 
pathways to university. All were aware of the ATAR as a pathway to university, but very few 
students were aware that this is not the only entry pathway. In the survey, 61 per cent of 
respondents were not aware of university enabling courses as an option for entry into 
university. The survey then explained what an enabling course was, and 88 per cent then 
responded that they were open to considering this as an entry pathway into university. There 
was some limited awareness of TAFE as a potential stepping-stone to university, but 
students had very little specific knowledge about this or other possible pathways.  

Amongst the school educators, there was a view expressed by some that the career advice 
available to students was insufficient, as career advisors and teachers were not adequately 
resourced, in terms of time and up-to-date knowledge, to provide more comprehensive 
assistance. Career and subject counselling were described as occurring primarily through 
individual appointments with the career advisor, initiated by the student, rather than a 
broader outreach approach in which career information/advice is taken to students in either 
a one-to-one or classroom setting. For example, one career advisor reported that staff are 
not allocated sufficient time to have in-depth conversations with students about the benefits 
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of university, TAFE or other post-school options, nor to address student concerns and needs 
through a more comprehensive, whole of school approach. 

So, a picture emerged from both students and staff of career information and advice within 
these regional schools as being patchy and piecemeal. While some schools were placing 
more emphasis on the importance of career counselling, this was by no means uniform 
across the sector, and all seemed to be under-resourced in this regard. 

6. Student Aspirations  

The majority of students who completed the survey indicated they had high aspirations for 
study at university. This was comparable to the NSW study as shown in Figure 13.  

 
Figure: 13. How far do you expect to go with your education? 

Since all the respondents were on an ATAR pathway in each school, that is, they had all 
chosen to study the subjects that would make them eligible for entry to university, the result 
(73% intending to complete a university degree) is to be expected.  

Similarly, high aspirations to go to university were expressed in each focus group across all 
eight of the schools where focus groups were conducted. It was clear that the greater 
majority of students participating were considering university, even though some were 
uncertain about if and how it could be managed, and/or about what they would choose to 
study at university. There was a mix of students; who a) knew what they wanted to do at 
university and were able to clearly articulate this; b) wanted to go but were unsure what they 
would study, and/or; c) intended to go but were unsure whether they could either financially 
afford, or would feel ready, to go there straight after school.  

Amongst those who knew what they wanted to do and could clearly articulate this, were 
some who were planning to go straight to university after leaving school, while others talked 
about taking a gap year, for all the types of reasons discussed earlier in this report.  
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Relatively few students said they were not planning to go to university at all; these tended to 
be students at the more geographically isolated schools and were also more likely to be 
boys. As discussed previously, boys more often talked of pressure to stay and work locally, 
to find employment in local industries, to learn a trade and/or to work on family farms. 
However, they were not exclusively boys, with a few of the girls considering TAFE training 
rather than university, with two examples being hairdressing and midwifery certificate 
training. Again, as discussed before, whether university or TAFE was being considered, 
career choices tended to be highly gendered across the groups.  

Amongst the school educators interviewed, there was also a mix of views about the extent to 
which students aspired to go to university, even amongst educators from the same school. 
For example, at one school, opinions varied from one teacher who saw the students at that 
school as being “resilient” and “determined to study at university, one way or another”, to 
another, whose view was that the students “don’t see the need” to go to university due to a 
lack of role models in the community, to yet another who reported that “in the six years I’ve 
been at this school, I have not taught a student who has gone on to university”.  

Yet it was at this same school that a number of students in focus groups had expressed their 
certainty about going to university, clearly articulating their career goals and talking of plans 
to study courses such as law, agriculture, maths, allied health, teaching, visual arts and 
psychology. So, at times there appeared to be a mismatch between the aspirations 
expressed by the students in the focus groups and the views of the school educators about 
the students’ aspirations. While the reasons for this are unclear, it is concerning that some of 
the school educators seem unaware of these university aspirations, even if they are 
relatively uncommon within the school as a whole. 

7. Family and Community Aspirations and Influences 

Students’ aspirations are also influenced by a range of factors such as family and socio-
economic background and community environment. Current students were asked about their 
parents’ expectations of them regarding education. Within the survey, 63 per cent believed 
that their parents expected them to go to university. This is slightly lower than in the NSW 
study, as outlined in Figure 14 below. 
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Figure 14. Comparison of NSW and SA Student Responses to “How far do you think your 

parents/guardian expect you to go with your education?” 

As seen in Table 8, the survey results indicate that students in the sample group felt well 
supported not only by their parents, but also by teachers and friends regarding their 
education intentions. Of the total number of respondents, 74.4 per cent indicated they felt 
supported by their teachers, 77 per cent felt supported by their friends and 85.4 per cent felt 
their parents supported their goals. Fewer than 4 per cent felt their parents did not support 
their goals. These findings on perceived levels of support were almost identical to the  
NSW study. 

Table 8. Select the box which most accurately represents your level  
of agreement with the statements below? 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree  

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree  Agree  

Strongly 
Agree  

My parents or guardians support 
my goals  1% 2.1% 11.5%  46.1% 39.3% 

I feel supported by my friends  2.1% 4.7% 16.2%  57.6% 19.4% 

I feel supported by my teachers  1.6% 4.2% 19.9%  63.4% 11.% 

I enjoy school  2.6% 11% 28.3%  49.2% 8.9% 

To see whether perceived support translated into impact on decision-making, in the survey 
students were asked about the impact of various people on their decisions about their post-
school options. See Table 9. 
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Table 9. How much impact do the following people have on your decision  
about what you want to do after high school? 

 No Impact 
Low 
Impact 

Some 
impact  

High 
impact  

Very 
strong 
impact  

Parents/guardians  4% 10% 32% 40% 13% 

Role model/other respected adult   10% 22% 40% 26% 3% 

Teachers  14% 25% 37% 20% 3% 

University open days   26% 19% 32% 20% 2% 

Friends   19% 35% 30% 13% 3% 
University students/staff visiting  
my school   28% 26% 31% 13% 2% 

Sisters/brothers   35% 29% 24% 11% 1% 

Careers adviser   30% 21% 38% 10% 1% 

The results show that, as well as being supportive of their children, parents/guardians are 
having a “high or very strong” impact (53.3%) with a “role model/other adult” (28.5%) also 
having an influence on student decision-making.  

Focus group discussions revealed similar views. Parents, immediate and extended family 
members emerged in these discussions as being the most influential people in students’ 
post-school decisions. Overwhelmingly, students talked about being confident of their 
parents’/family support for their choice of pathway post-school, including going to university. 
This was particularly the case for emotional/moral support, while for some, also financial 
support. Comments included: “They want what’s best for you and if, like, you’re capable of 
going to uni, then they’re like, ‘you go to uni’”; and, “support is definitely there”. Some spoke 
of being encouraged to choose what they want to do when they leave school, as long as 
they “work hard”.  

This confidence in having their parents’ support was not confined to those whose parents or 
other family members had been to university, but also extended to those who would be the 
first in their family to go. Some students said they felt that their parents were even more 
supportive because they had not been to university themselves. For example, one student 
talked about it being an expectation in her family that she would go to university, even 
though no-one else had done so. “They just think that if you go to uni, you’re successful”. 
Two other students talked of their parents’ personal regrets at not having been to university 
themselves, and how they hoped for better opportunities for their children. While it is 
certainly positive that these students have such family support, some indicated that they felt 
under pressure to go to university, to be more successful than the previous generation. Also, 
despite this encouragement, many students expressed that their parents did not have the 
knowledge or information to help them understand what university was like; nor in many 
cases were they able to help them financially.  

Some students had a sibling who was at, or had been to, university; others relied on the 
siblings of friends. “If I want honest advice about uni, I am going to go to my friend’s sister. 
She’ll tell me what I need to know”. Students also spoke of the influence of other extended 
family members on their decision to go to university, as well as on their course/career 
decisions. Two students spoke of their aunts who had been to university and had 
encouraged them to aspire to go; one spoke of the inspiration of her late grandmother, a 
nurse who had been very active and well known in the local community; while another spoke 
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of his grandfather, a medical practitioner, who had influenced him greatly. A number of other 
students spoke of family members whose own careers had inspired their interest in a 
particular career path for themselves. Many others, including those without family members 
as role models for a university pathway, said that their career/course choices were or would 
be based purely on personal interest.   

A contrast emerged in some of the focus groups between those from wealthier families and 
those whose families were less financially secure. For example, in one focus group within a 
farming community, there were students whose parents were landowners and students 
whose parents were farm workers. Those with landowner parents were confident of both 
emotional/moral support and financial support, whereas those with farm worker parents were 
less certain about going to university, due to financial constraints and more mixed support 
for this aspiration within their families. However, even some with landowner parents reported 
that parents’ financial support was conditional on what they chose to do; for example, one 
male student reported that he would be supported by his parents to study at either university 
or TAFE, as long as he didn’t “waste money” and chose something relevant to managing the 
family property. 

Interviews with school educators revealed that they believe “parental influence is key” in 
terms of influence on students’ post-school choices. They saw this influence as being 
potentially both positive and negative. On the one hand, parents want their children to go to 
university, but as many cannot afford this, they are seen to be discouraging. Some teachers 
mentioned trying to “fill this gap” by providing more encouragement for university but were 
aware they do not have the same level of influence. It was mentioned that the idea of 
sending their child to a residential college was appealing to parents, but for most they are 
prohibitively expensive. One teacher talked about parents being “disengaged” from students 
and their futures, while another said that, without supportive parents, students “will not go to 
university”. For students without university-educated parents, these school educators 
reported that it was a significant challenge to convince parents to support their children’s 
university aspirations. Where no-one had been to university before, the school educators 
believed a low value was placed on education.  

The educators’ views seem to paint a bleaker picture regarding parental support for 
university than was indicated in the student focus groups. This may well be due to the fact 
that the school educators were taking a much broader view, across the whole school cohort, 
while the focus groups consisted of a narrower sub-section of students – those on an ATAR 
pathway. It could be argued that the fact they are on an ATAR pathway in the first place 
indicates a certain level of family support for the value of education; hence this sub-set of 
students is perhaps more likely to report having supportive parents than would the broader 
school population.  

These findings about the significance of parental influence on students’ decision-making  
are similar to those of the NSW study. It was also clear both in this study and the NSW one, 
that many of these regional parents, particularly those who have no experience of university 
themselves, are not in a position to fully inform their children about courses, costs,  
university requirements and student life. As has been discussed previously in this report,  
nor do students feel that they are receiving this information adequately from other sources. 
Recently there has been a focus in the research literature (Austin et al., 2020; Fischer, 
Katersky Barnes, & Kilpatrick, 2019; Kilpatrick et al., 2020); on ways that university outreach 
programs can focus more attention on parents, partnering with parents, schools and 
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communities, to ensure that high school students can be better informed about career 
opportunities, courses and pathways, and that parents are in a stronger position to  
guide and support student decision-making. More about this will be discussed in 
the Recommendations.  

8. The Impact of parents’ level of education on students’  
post-school choices 

The regional students in this study were asked about their parents’ level of education. Figure 
15 shows a clear gender divide in the highest educational attainment of parents of students 
in this study with 25 per cent of mothers having obtained a university degree, compared with 
only 9 per cent of fathers. These rates were reversed for the completion of trade 
apprenticeships, with 22 per cent of fathers compared with 2 per cent of mothers. Mothers 
had significantly higher completion rates for both high school and university and this 
educational divide between genders increased as education progressed. For example, the 
divide was narrow between the percentages of mothers and fathers who attended high 
school but left before completion (24% and 28% respectively); however, this gap had grown 
significantly at the HE level.   

  
Figure 15. Which of the statements below best describes your mother’s and father’s education? 

In the NSW study about 50 per cent of surveyed students had at least one parent with a 
completed university degree. In SA, this number is halved to 25 per cent, which was driven 
by the low numbers of fathers who had a university degree. 

It is interesting to note that, as mentioned earlier in this report, a gender difference became 
evident in some of the focus groups in terms of aspirations for university, with boys 
appearing to feel under pressure to stay local and find work, perhaps by undertaking a trade 
qualification and/or working in the local industry or the family farm. In a number of different 
focus groups, across different schools, there were reflections about boys being less likely to 
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go, or to want to go, to university. Reasons for this were explained in the following terms: 
families wanted boys to get trades where they live; only ‘female’ courses are on offer at local 
campuses; all their friends were leaving school and getting trades; most boys are out 
working already, making it hard to find the time and concentration for study; and to leave to 
go to university would make them an outsider within their family and community. 

Some of the boys who reported feeling these types of pressures were still determined to go 
to university, as they talked about seeing the “long term benefits” of having a university 
education. In such cases, it appeared that family support was behind them. However, it was 
still difficult for them to stand up to peer expectations that they should leave and get a job.  

This gender difference in aspirations was less apparent in the findings of the NSW study, 
where there was a higher rate of university-educated fathers (28%) compared with this SA 
study (9%). Further research on this would be needed; however, it is possible that the 
presence of fewer role models of fathers who have been to university, may be contributing to 
lower university aspirations amongst boys and peer pressure against university for boys, as 
expressed by the students in these focus groups. 
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Section Seven: Summary of key findings 
The findings from this research show both similarities to, and differences from, the findings 
of the NSW study, as well as supporting many of the findings from other research into 
factors impacting regional school transitions to higher education. Some important answers to 
the main research question of this study - Why are significant numbers of high-achieving 
school students in identified areas of regional SA choosing not to transition to university 
directly from school? – have emerged, along with some answers to the subsidiary questions. 
These findings provide us with insight into the perceptions of these SA students regarding 
the major barriers that stand in their way of going to university and the key influences on 
their decisions about post-school options.  

The findings are presented below, firstly, by comparing and contrasting them with the NSW 
findings and secondly, through discussion of how they relate to other research findings and 
what ‘stands out’ as being particularly influential on these students’ transitions. 

Similar to the NSW findings: 

• Cost and finances played a significant role for the majority in decisions about 
whether to go to university, with particular concerns raised about relocation and 
accommodation/living costs. 

• There was a lack of knowledge about financial support options such as scholarships 
and government benefits, amongst both students and school educators. 

• These regional students were concerned about leaving their local area, their family, 
friends and local employment, in order to attend university. Concerns ranged from 
loneliness, to expense, to fears about living in college or where else they may live, to 
finding their way around – hence, deciding whether to leave or stay was a complex 
and difficult decision.  

• The popularity of taking a gap year was similarly high, with many students undecided 
not only about whether to go to university but also what course or type of future 
career they wanted. 

• Access to adequate career advice and information was lacking; both in terms of what 
was available at their school, as well as in terms of the type of advice and information 
available from the universities themselves. 

• The regional students in an ATAR stream largely had aspirations towards university. 
• Parental aspirations were also high, with the majority of students reporting that their 

parents were supportive of their aspirations. 

However, unlike the NSW study: 

• There was a widely-held perception amongst both students and school educators 
that ‘local’ is not as good as ‘city’ when it comes to the quality of the university 
experience and ultimate qualification. However, this difference is also consistent with 
the difference in the types of campuses available in SA versus NSW, as outlined in 
Section Two.  

• University outreach visits were not seen as helpful by either students or school 
educators, with both groups regarding them largely as marketing exercises for the 
universities rather than of practical help to students. 
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• Visits to cities and university campuses were arranged by many of the schools, with 
both students and staff finding these much more helpful.  

• Boys appeared to be under more pressure than girls to ‘stay local’, through 
undertaking a trade, finding local employment, or working on a family farm, rather 
than go to university; additionally, the lack of course/subject availability at local 
campuses was perceived as an obstacle to pursuing a course of study locally, 
particularly for boys.  

• Fewer than 10 per cent of fathers had been to university (compared with 25 per cent 
of mothers), which may impact on parents’ university aspirations for boys, also on 
boys’ aspirations for themselves.  

• The greater geographical isolation of SA regional students results in fewer 
opportunities for transition to university for these students. 

These findings also closely reflect and support the other recent research outlined in the 
literature review. For example, in terms of the impact of proximity to university, the general 
absence of regional universities in SA, plus the limited course offerings at the few local 
campuses available, meant that most of these students perceived little choice but to leave 
their local area if they wished to go to university. This lack of access to a university in or near 
their home created significant challenges for these students and their families, financially, 
emotionally and psychologically. Such limited options meant that the majority were having to 
make the difficult decision of whether to leave or stay, with boys appearing to be specifically 
under pressure. Cost was clearly going to be a determining factor, particularly for lower-
income families, even when university aspirations were generally high amongst these ATAR-
stream students, along with most parents’ in-principle support.  

A significant part of the cost of university related to moving away from home, with housing 
and accommodation arrangements needing to be considered. Concerns about relocation, 
where to live, how to find accommodation, the expense of residential college 
accommodation were all frequently mentioned in the focus groups.  

The importance of “quality career advice” (Austin et al., 2020, p. 34) is also evident in the 
findings, along with appropriate and targeted university outreach that includes school visits 
to cities and universities. These are vitally needed to inform and educate students,  
families and schools about university pathways as well as the practical aspects of going to 
university, not only course options but also the ins and outs of scholarships and financial 
support, and the practicalities of city life. The provision of information such as this opens 
opportunities for more conversation about university, amongst students, parents and 
educators, which in turn has been shown to play a key role in nurturing university aspirations 
(Vernon & Drane, 2021). 

With online education delivery becoming much more prevalent, career advice also has a role 
to play in ensuring regional students have the right information they need to help them 
consider this as an option, including knowing about the support and infrastructure available 
through a Regional University Centre. The findings show that our student participants were 
not well informed about online study possibilities, nor were their school educators, yet this 
could offer the possibility of university for the many students for whom moving away from 
home is difficult or impossible. It could also provide an alternative type of ‘gap year’ – 
beginning university while staying in their home and community and connecting with other 
students through an RUC, rather than moving away. The technology issues that are often 
encountered in regional areas, through slow or inadequate internet connections (Stone & 
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Davis, 2020), that may be exacerbated by a lack of access to modern hardware and 
software, particularly for low SES families, need not be a barrier to online study where there 
is an RUC or a regional campus nearby that can offer the technology infrastructure 
necessary for online study. In areas where neither such facility is available, students could 
be encouraged to use other community resources such as local libraries (Stone, 2013).  

Based on these findings, a number of recommendations are offered in the section below. 
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Section Eight: Recommendations  
Recommendations, based on the findings from this study, are offered here for schools, 
universities and governments. Recommendations for further research are then discussed.  

Recommendations for universities 

We recommend that universities: 

• Work with regional schools and their local communities, seeking the input of schools, 
students, parents and other community stakeholders such as local business and 
industry, to determine how university visits to schools can be improved and made 
more relevant to the needs of the local community, with the focus on understanding 
university in general, building aspirations and widening HE participation.  

• Ensure that students, parents, and schools are proactively directed to accurate and 
easy-to-access information about costs, financial support, scholarships and other 
practicalities of going to university. 

• Expand peer mentoring programs to encompass transition support for both 
prospective regional students as well as first year undergraduates. 

• Seek to collaborate with schools, local communities and industries to develop 
innovative ways to increase the range and diversity of courses available to those 
living in regional areas.  

• Work closely with Regional University Centres and regional campuses with a view to 
encouraging/supporting online university options for regional high school students 
with face-to-face support/contact/technology infrastructure provided through RUCs 
and local regional campuses.  

• Work with schools, students and parents to develop a system by which contact can 
be maintained with students who have deferred a university place; thereby providing 
students with an avenue to continue to discuss/consider their university options 
whilst on their gap year.  

Recommendations for schools and governments 

We recommend that: 

• The federal government seeks to improve incentives for universities to collaborate 
with each other and the RUC network in order to provide greater diversity of course 
offerings for regional students to stay and study locally.  

• Schools and government education departments ensure that school career advisors 
are sufficiently resourced and supported, through professional development and 
adequate time, to keep up-to-date with accurate career information and advice, 
relevant to the needs of their students and local community, including online options 
for students and how these can be supported. 

• Governments, whether at state and/or federal level, adequately fund and support all 
regional schools to run school excursions to universities, which include gaining 
knowledge and experience of university campuses, finding out about both on- and 
off-campus accommodation, using public transport and talking with other students 
about what studying and working in the city is like.  
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• Government financial support for regional students be reviewed to ensure that 
university is affordable for all students, irrespective of family financial situations. 

• The federal government considers differences between Australian States when 
deciding on HE investment, as each one has its own particular geographical and 
socio-economic challenges that impact upon HE attainment.  

Recommendations for further research  

This report has identified several issues within the findings that would benefit from  
further research.  

The gendering of university aspirations in regional communities 

This study revealed the existence of a gendered view of university amongst some of the 
regional students, with many of the high school boys perceiving university as something for 
‘girls’ to do. This appeared to be influenced at least in part by the limited course offerings in 
regional areas, such as nursing, teaching and social work, which were largely perceived as 
being ‘female’ professions. There also appeared to be more pressure on boys from family, 
friends and community to leave school and get a job, rather than finish Year 12 or go on to 
university, while at the same time very few fathers had been to university. As a result,  
some of the boys in this study talked of being deterred from or conflicted about considering 
university as a post-school pathway. This finding is worth exploring further. Is university 
considered more as a ‘girls’ post-school pathway in small regional communities? To what 
extent do low rates of university education amongst male role models and gendered  
views of career choices, combined with limited course offerings at regional campuses, shape 
the conceptualisation of university for regional boys? And to what extent do the expectations 
of parents, teachers and communities regarding post-school education, differ for boys  
and for girls? 

Interstate differences in HE opportunities and barriers, including infrastructure 

The findings from this study, when compared with those from the NSW study, highlighted the 
geographic, cultural and infrastructure differences between SA and NSW in terms of HE 
opportunities and barriers faced by regional students. It seems likely that other Australian 
States and Territories would also have their own particular opportunities and barriers. A 
deeper understanding of these, across Australia, is needed to assist state and federal 
governments in developing targeted, state-focused approaches to widening regional HE 
access and participation, and ensuring availability of necessary infrastructure. 

The impact of small regional university campuses on student aspirations 

A number of students in communities with small regional university campuses indicated that 
they would prefer to attend a metropolitan based university rather than study at a local 
campus. The limited course offerings available locally appeared to act as a deterrent for 
these students, diminishing their university aspirations. Further research would be valuable 
in exploring whether this occurs in other regions of Australia and, if so, why. Given that other 
research has found a positive impact on aspirations from proximity to a university campus, it 
would be important to determine what makes the difference – what does a regional 
university need to offer to enhance the aspirations of young people in regional communities? 
How does the presence of a regional university as opposed to a satellite campus of a 
metropolitan university influence HE aspirations? And what viable alternative models can be 
implemented to provide regional students with access to greater diversity in course offerings.  
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The impact of Regional University Centres on widening participation 

Regional University Centres were mentioned throughout this study. The students initially 
expressed the view that they did not want to study online, perceiving they would be doing 
this in isolation. However, almost half indicated they would consider studying online with the 
support of an RUC. These centres are new additions to the HE environment and further 
research is needed to explore the impact that they are having on widening participation 
amongst regional communities.  

Mismatch between student aspirations and teacher perceptions  

Comments by teachers indicating that students’ aspirations and capabilities for university 
were generally low, often appeared to be at odds with the high aspirations and confidence 
levels expressed by many of the students themselves. This needs further exploration, given 
that the numbers of teacher interviews in this study were not high. Students in ATAR 
streams tend to be a minority in regional schools and teachers are exposed daily to a  
much larger student cohort. Identifying and nurturing the university aspirations of a few may 
be very difficult alongside the pressure of teaching across a wide cohort of many who do  
not have such aspirations. Further exploration as to how these students may become  
more ‘visible’ within the school environment, how teachers can be better supported to 
recognise and encourage them and, in doing so, encourage others to aspire, would be  
very important indeed.  

Employment rates for regional graduates 

Despite regional students having lower university access and completion rates than their 
metropolitan counterparts, they have higher employment rates upon graduation. Further 
research is needed to explore what factors influence this improved employment rate  
and how this information could be used to improve aspirations for university study in  
regional communities. 
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Appendix 1: Year 11/12 Student Survey 
Investigating Transitions to University from Regional South Australian High Schools  

   

1) By completing and submitting this questionnaire/survey, you are indicating that you have 
read and understood the Participant Information Sheet and give your consent to be involved in 
the research.*  

  

( ) Yes, I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet and give consent to be 
involved in the research  

( ) No, I do not want to participate in this research  

   

2) What year of schooling are you in now? *  

( ) Year 11  

( ) Year 12  

   

3) Gender: How do you identify?*  

( ) Female  

( ) Male  

( ) Non-Binary  

( ) Prefer not to disclose  

   

4) With whom do you live most (or all) of the time? *  

( ) Both Mother and Father  

( ) I spend around half my time with each parent  

( ) Mother only or Mother and Step-parent  

( ) Father only or Father and Step-parent  

( ) Guardians  

( ) Other (e.g. relatives, group home, living alone)  

   

5) Do you identify as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person?*  

( ) Yes  

( ) No  
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6) What language(s) do you speak at home most of the time?*  

( ) English  

( ) Other - Write In: __________________________________________  

   

7) Which of the statements below best describes your mother's education?*  

( ) Attended high school but left before completion  

( ) Completed high school  

( ) Completed an apprenticeship (e.g. plumber, hairdresser, chef, mechanic)  

( ) Attended TAFE or vocational college but did not complete  

( ) Completed a vocational training certificate or diploma  

( ) Attended university but did not complete a degree  

( ) Completed a university degree  

( ) Don't know  

   

8) Which of the statements below best describes your father's education? *  

( ) Attended high school but left before completion  

( ) Completed high school  

( ) Completed an apprenticeship (e.g. plumber, hairdresser, chef, mechanic)  

( ) Attended TAFE or vocational college but did not complete  

( ) Completed a vocational training certificate or diploma  

( ) Attended university but did not complete a degree  

( ) Completed a university degree  

( ) Don't know  

   

9) Do you have a brother/sister currently at university or who have completed a 
university degree?*  

( ) Yes  

( ) No  

   

10) Are there any other members of your immediate family (e.g. step-parent, guardian, another 
family member who you live with) who is currently at university or who has completed a 
university degree? *  

( ) Yes  

( ) No  
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11) Please name the relationship to you of this person  

  

 _________________________________________________  

   

12) Based on your current academic performance, what ATAR rank do you expect?*  

( ) Less than 50  

( ) 50-59  

( ) 60-69  

( ) 70-79  

( ) 80-89  

( ) 90-99  

   

13) Select the box which most accurately reflects your level of agreement with the 
statements below:*  

  Strongly Agree  Agree  Neither agree 
nor disagree  Disagree  Strongly 

Disagree  

I enjoy school  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

I feel 
supported by 
my teachers  

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

I feel 
supported by 
my friends  

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

My parents or 
guardians 
support my 
goals  

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   
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14) Approximately how many hours a week do you spend on the following?*  

  0  1-5  6-10  11-15  More than 15  

Paid work.  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Study outside school hours.   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Participate in school 
sports/activities.  

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Participate in sports/activities 
outside of school (music 
lessons, club sports, dance 
classes etc.)   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Do unpaid volunteer work   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Care for siblings, parents, 
grandparents, children etc.   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

   

15) About how often do you do any of the following? *  

  Never or less than 
once a month  About once a month  About once a week  

Miss a day at school 
for no good reason.   

( )   ( )   ( )   

Skip classes.   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Arrive late for school 
or classes.  

( )   ( )   ( )   

     

16) How far do you expect to go with your education?*  

( ) Complete high school  

( ) Complete an apprenticeship  

( ) Complete a vocational training certificate or diploma  

( ) Complete a university degree  
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17) How far do you think your parents/guardian expect you to go with your education?*  

( ) Complete high school  

( ) Complete an apprenticeship  

( ) Complete a vocational training certificate or diploma  

( ) Complete a university degree  

   

18) What do you think you are most likely to do immediately after finishing school?*  

( ) Begin work immediately with no plans to take further studies  

( ) Begin work immediately and take further studies later  

( ) Begin studies at an apprenticeship or training program immediately  

( ) Begin studies at a university immediately  

( ) Take a gap year (e.g. travel, earn money before going on to further studies)  

   

19) How do you feel about each of the following statements about your life?*  

  Strongly agree  Agree  Neither agree 
nor disagree  Disagree  Strongly 

disagree  

If I work hard I 
will get the 
ATAR score I 
need to pursue 
my goals  

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

I will be 
financially 
successful   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

I will have a 
career that I 
enjoy   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   
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20) How much impact do the following people/events have on your decisions about what you 
want to do after school?*  

  No impact  Low impact  Some 
impact  High impact  Very strong 

impact  

Friends   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Careers adviser   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Teachers  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Parents/guardians  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Sisters/brothers   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

University 
students/staff visiting 
my school   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

University open days   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Role 
model/other respected 
adult   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   
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21) How much have you learned from each of the following sources about the types of 
financial assistance available to pursue further education after high school (e.g. scholarships, 
grants, subsidies, loans)?  

  
Learned 
nothing or 
very little  

Learned 
relatively little  

Learned a 
bit  

Learned a fair 
amount  Learned a lot  

My 
parent(s)/guardian(s)  

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Other members of 
my family   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Friends   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Teachers   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

University websites  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

SATAC websites   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Online news and 
advertising   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

University 
students/staff visiting 
my school   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Television, 
newspapers, 
magazines   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Government 
publications   

( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Social media  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

   

22)  If going to university is in your future plans, where are you most interested in attending?*  

( ) Regional university campus in South Australia  

( ) One of the larger university campuses in Adelaide  

( ) A university in another state capital city  

( ) A university in an a regional area of another state  

( ) Doing an online university course (enrolling as a distance student)  

( ) Other - Write In (Required): _________________________________________________*  
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23) If money were no object, would you change your preference of where you would like to 
study? Please comment:  

____________________________________________   

____________________________________________   

____________________________________________   

____________________________________________   

   

24) Are you aware that there are now a number of Regional University Centres in South 
Australia where students doing online university courses can go to study, to meet other 
students, get help from tutors and access books and resources? *  

( ) Yes  

( ) No  

   

25) If there was a Regional University Centre located near where you live, would you be more 
likely to consider doing an online university course?*  

( ) Yes  

( ) No  

   

26) If you were to go to university, how much do you think it would cost each year (think about 
books, accommodation, living expenses, transport)?*  

( ) $500 - $5,000  

( ) $5,000 - $10,000  

( ) $10,000 - $15,000  

( ) $15,000 - $20,000  

( ) More than $20,000  

   

27) Are you aware that most SA universities offer free courses that help you get into university 
that do not require an ATAR?  *  

( ) Yes  

( ) No  

   

28) Are these free courses a pathway you might consider in the future? *  

( ) Yes  

( ) Maybe  

( ) No  
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29) How much do you know about the following ways of funding your university education?*  
 

Know a little or 
nothing 

Know a bit Know a fair 
amount 

Know a lot 

Youth Allowance   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Austudy   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Abstudy   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Student start-up loan  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

HECS-HELP   ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

Scholarships  ( )   ( )   ( )   ( )   

   

30) Outside of school excursions, how many times a year (on average) have you travelled to 
Adelaide in the past 5 years?*  

( ) Never  

( ) 1-4 time(s) per year  

( ) 5-10 times per year  

( ) More than 10 times per year   
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