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Abstract

The University of Wollongong’s (UOW) Outreach program was established in 2011. In 2017,
through a National Priority Pool Grant, UOW piloted the regional and rural outreach program,
Rural In2Uni. The Rural In2Uni program enabled university students to “pay it forward” through a
pedagogical model which places rural schools and students at the centre of tailored programs.
Through a mixed-methods research approach, this study explores the diverse experiences of
students from regional and rural areas of Australia in imagining and accessing higher education
(HE). It also examines the extent to which the local implementation of schools’ outreach impacts
students’ intentions for university. The research revealed the need to re-imagine partnerships for
schools outreach, highlighting the importance of programs that embed local knowledge and
strong collaborative relationships between universities and schools to foster progression and
access to HE for students located in regional and rural areas.

Key Words: Contextualised school outreach, collaborative partnerships, regional and rural,
widening participation, aspirations and trust, increased awareness.

Rural In2Uni Program

UOW’s Rural In2Uni Program was delivered to four schools located in inner regional, outer
regional and rural areas of New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria. The program endeavoured to
change the focus of university outreach in the target areas, providing schools the opportunity to
lead the program in partnership with the university. Instead of a ‘one size fits all’ approach, the
Rural In2Uni program was tailored to the local school context while still offering a transferable
framework that can be utilised by other regional and rural schools. The outreach workshops
included in the program were delivered by current university students from regional and rural
backgrounds, who often had previously attended the same schools as those engaged in the
project. Specifically, the workshops involved on-campus experience days for primary and
secondary students, HE awareness activities for middle-secondary cohorts, and in-school
university preparation and career development sessions for senior high school students. The
collaborative partnerships between UOW and the engaged schools fostered the development of
an online resource package that enables any school, Australia wide, to work with a University to
improve HE access for their students (UOW, 2019). This online toolkit provides schools with the
resources to co-deliver university transition programs that have previously been unavailable due
to remoteness, while further offering skills acquisition opportunities to teachers, careers
advisors, primary, secondary and tertiary students located in regional and rural environments. For
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the purpose of this research, the individuals and locations involved in this study will be referred
to as ‘regional and rural’ (RR).

Background

Since the introduction of the 2008 Bradley Review, students from RR areas of Australia have been
identified as one of the most disadvantaged groups in accessing HE (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent &
Scales, 2008). Koshy (2018) highlights that while RR student participation grew between 2012-
2017 by 14.1% and 13.6% respectively, participation rates still fell behind those within other equity
groups. This research is concerned with addressing these issues. After defining the RR student
cohorts in this study, we explore the current barriers faced by RR students in accessing HE,
specifically in terms of educational access, distance, economic and family factors. The paper also
seeks to engage in the debate surrounding practices currently being embedded in RR Australia,
including those widening participation (WP) interventions which are aimed at enabling post-
school aspirations.

Geographical location in Australia is strongly linked to an individual’s likelihood to participate in
HE. Varied expressions are used within Australia to describe the locations sitting outside of the
country’s major metropolitan areas (Halsey, 2018). As classified by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS), Australia is categorised into the following regions, Major Cities of Australia, Inner
Regional Australia, Outer Regional Australia, Remote Australia and Very Remote Australia (ABS,
2018, Pollard, 2018). Research by Pollard (2018) highlights that students located in RR areas are
more likely to belong to multiple equity groups. Koshy (2018) notes that equity group categories
include low-socioeconomic status (SES) students, individuals from rural and remote locations,
women in non-traditional fields of study, non-English speaking background (NESB) students,
learners with disabilities and those who identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Moreover,
Nelson, et al. (2017) recognise that belonging to multiple equity groups has an exacerbating
impact on the challenges associated with accessing and participating in HE. Edwards and
McMillian (2015) further identify location as being a major factor in magnifying the effects of
other equity issues. In this study 35% of non-metropolitan students compared with 27% of their
metropolitan cohort, perceived financial difficulties as a reason for early university withdrawal.
In addition, non-metropolitan students (along with students from low-SES and Indigenous
groups) cited moving residence, health or stress, workload difficulties, study/life balance and the
need to be in paid work as further reasons that impacted their decision to withdraw (Edwards et
al., 2015). Such compounding pressure draws attention to why students from equity groups,
from RR areas, stand out as a key focus for engagement in university retention strategies
(Edwards et al., 2015).

RR students experience significant disadvantage in accessing HE, in comparison to their
metropolitan peers. ABS data highlights that in 2017 almost 45% of people aged 25-34 years in
major cities held a bachelor degree or above, with inner regional areas sitting at 20.5% and outer
regional areas at 20.6% (ABS, 2017). While these figures are not reflective of previous RR student
academic achievements, they highlight the reduced opportunities for employment requiring
tertiary qualifications in RR areas (Barnes et al., 2019). For people who do hold university
qualifications in RR locations, most full-time employment opportunities exist in Agriculture and
Environmental positions, Health Services and Education while many part-time opportunities exist
within the Food, Hospitality and Personal Services sector (Novus Group, 2018). Additionally,
Vocational Education and Training is further recognised as a common post-school pathway for
many RR people, resulting in a trade that provides immediate financial incentives and skills which
align with RR employment opportunities (Department of Education and Training, 2018a). The
Australian Government recognises the potential of regional universities as drivers of high-skilled
jobs, presenting less relocation challenges for RR students when considering post-school tertiary
options and employment in their area of study (DET, 2018a.). Regardless of this, having lower

Vol. 30 (1), 2020 19



proportions of tertiary qualified people in rural communities presents a multifaceted web of
challenges that hinders RR student access to the important cultural, social and financial resources
that support the pathway to HE (Smith, 2011). The literature reveals that bridging the gaps
between RR students, and other student groups, entails a clearer enquiry into the key issues and
social context in which these multifaceted challenges and disparity have developed (National
Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE), 2017; Fleming & Grace, 2014; Cooper,
Strathdee & Baglin, 2018; Halsey, 2018).

Distance is a major barrier facing RR students in accessing and participating in HE. Gale et al.
(2010) refer to RR students being faced with geographic challenges that require a “significant
social and cultural re-adjustment” (p.39) upon moving for university study. As a result of an
inherent comfort with rural living, RR students are less likely to progress to HE and instead
consider a more restricted range of courses within their local area, even though this may not
align with their career goals or abilities (Cooper et. al., 2018). This is in addition to other
geographical challenges RR people face when accessing university including: relocation to an
unfamiliar context, access to technology, negotiation of accommodation issues, costs associated
with travel, limited public transport options and navigation of unfamiliar facilities and services
(Gale et al., 2010; Halsey, 2018; Alloway & Dalley-Trim, 2009; NSCEHE, 2017; Cooper, et. al., 2018;
Nelson et. al., 2017).

RR communities are often faced with having lower incomes, limited employment opportunities
and decreased access to affordable health and education services in comparison to those
residing in metropolitan areas (Cardak, Brett, Barry & McAllister, 2017; Mills & Gale, 2007). This
has a direct impact on community expectations towards university study; as Halsey (2018) points
out that the cost of foregone income while studying acts a deterrent for rural student university
participation. In 2018, 17.7% of non-metropolitan students deferred their university offer in
comparison to 8.1% of students from metropolitan areas (NSW DET, 2017). The NSW Department
of Education (2017) notes that while many students have the intention to transition to university,
internal records highlight that even 5 years after finishing school many eligible regional students
had not enrolled. It is often students with concrete career plans and the economic means who
are more likely to immediately transition to HE compared to those students whose future plans
are unclear or who need to become financially secure prior to study (NSW Department of
Education, 2017).

Students from RR areas are less likely than their metropolitan peers to have families who have
had HE experiences. This has been shown to significantly impact on HE participation. For
example, Cooper et al. (2018) indicate that RR students are less likely to be familiar with HE in
comparison to individuals from metropolitan areas, who Vernon, Watson & Taggart (2018) argue,
are “more likely to have tertiary educated parents ... resulting in strong expectations of a university
pathway” (98). Alternatively, research by Barnes et al (2019) notes the positive influence that
regional community members who have studied at university, such as family and teachers, can
have on equity student participation. Through interviews, the researchers revealed that when
regional communities place a strong emphasis on the importance of education, it aids in creating
a narrative which benefits not only the younger generation but also the overall success of the
regional community. In contrast to this, Kilpatrick and Abbott-Chapman (2002) suggest that
family networks concentrated in rural areas tend to reinforce the notion of aspiring for a local
job, offering rural young people incomplete understandings and a lack of trust towards
metropolitan educational institutions. This creates what Ball and Vincent (1998) refer to as
“grapevine knowledge” (p.377) where RR people obtain information on HE information that is
socially embedded within local networks and unevenly distributed through “transgenerational
family scripts” (Ball, et al., 2002). Bok (2010) argues that the support of RR aspirations towards
HE relies heavily on sustained encounters with individuals who have experienced navigating
different pathways. This is often missing in the lives of many RR students, therefore preventing
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encounters with an experienced peer who can challenge traditional perceptions of HE (Alloway
etal., 2009).

University and school outreach programs are broadly recognised as an effective mechanism for
widening the participation of RR students in HE (Fleming et al, 2014). Enabling RR aspirations for
HE has predominately occurred through the wide-scale implementation of university outreach
programs funded by the Australian Government’s Higher Education Participation and Partnership
Program (HEPPP). The Partnership element of HEPPP aims to “raise the aspirations of low SES
students towards higher education” (DET 2018b). Current university and school outreach
literature in Australia challenges the government emphasis on “raising” aspirations in order to
achieve increased post-school outcomes for students from RR backgrounds (Spohrer, 2011).
Instead literature points to the positive impact WP activities have on RR students’ awareness of
post-school pathways to enable aspirations (Sellar & Gale, 2011; Bok 2011). University-school
partnerships have flourished in Australia over the past ten years resulting in outreach programs
that involve in-school university mentoring, post-school pathways support, HE awareness
activities and on-campus experience days (Fleming et al., 2014; Lynch, et al., 2015; Blackmore, et
al., 2017).

While such elements work to address educational disadvantage by removing barriers to HE, an
analysis of the research exposes the design, delivery and evaluation of schools outreach
programs to be mostly university-led (Penman, 2010; Fleming et al., 2014; Lynch et al., 2015;
Blackmore et al., 2017). This creates the risk of RR students participating in institutionally focused
outreach events that offer a menu of activities, instead of programs designed through
collaborative partnerships, contextualised to the needs of the school and in “tune with the local
community” (Armstrong & Cairnduff, 2012, p.924). The literature reveals that contextualising
outreach content increases opportunities for direct access to social, economic and cultural
resources that render the actual pathways to aspiration attainment visible (Bartholomaeus, 2006;
Cooper et al., 2018, Cooper, et al., 2017; Mills & Gale, 2011). Gale and Mills (2013) note that this is
achieved through practices that “work with rather than act on” (p.15) the various forms of
knowledge found within disadvantaged communities. Consistent with this approach, this study
explores the role of WP programs in increasing access to HE for RR students.

Intent of the Research

Despite the increasing body of research surrounding the design and implementation of schools
outreach programs, an identified gap in the literature exists about the impact of reciprocal
university-school partnerships, specifically those that offer each stakeholder an equal role in the
approach to WP for RR students. Thus, this study was designed to address the research question:
What impact does the local implementation of a university outreach model, based upon mutually-
beneficial university-school partnerships, have on the knowledge and decision making of RR
students regarding higher education?

Methodology

Approval to conduct the research was obtained from the University’s Human Research Ethics
Committee (HREC) who reviewed the research proposal for compliance with the Australian
Research Council’s guidelines for ethical research (Australian Research Council, 2019). A mixed-
methods parallel research design was adopted to evaluate the effectiveness of school
engagement with contextualised outreach programs. The rationale for this research design
centred on acquiring a deeper understanding of schools outreach in RR locations. The research
utilised a targeted approach to selecting participants from the four RR schools as determined by
the Australian Government’s 2016 National Priorities Pool Rural In2Unj grant.
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Engaged schools were identified as having a significant number of low-SES students, and not
having current engagement with any university outreach program. All members involved in the
study were able to withdraw from the study at any time. In the quantitative stage of the
research, 221 students from Year 6-12 voluntarily completed a survey in the final session of each
program. This sample size is a reflection of the total number of student participants who
engaged with at least one outreach workshop as part of the Rural In2Uni program. Of the 221
students, 32.13% identified as first-in-family (i.e. did not have immediate family members who had
attended university) and 14.48% of students identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Due
to the study focusing on students under the age of eighteen, permission was sought from the
schools to employ an opt-out research approach. This involved the dissemination of an opt-out
consent form to parents of students involved in the research detailing information about the
study and the process for withdrawing their child’s participation. One site did not want to use the
opt-out method, so as an alternative measure, an opt-in consent form was available at that
school for parents to confirm their child’s participation in the study. During the qualitative phase
of the research, 3 university mentors, 3 school teachers and 2 school principals volunteered to
partake in one-hour focus groups conducted individually across the four NSW and VIC school
locations.

The study captured quantitative data through a series of de-identified post surveys. Surveys were
distributed to participants from Years 6-12 who partook in the programs. All surveys included a
set of nine demographic questions based upon gender, cultural indicators and first-in-family
status. Surveys were distributed at the completion of each program and were designed with a
seven-point Likert Scale extending from 1-strongly disagree, to 7- strongly agree for capturing
ordinal data through statements that measured student attitudes towards HE, education
pathways and barriers to achieving career goals. The senior and middle-secondary cohorts
completed post-surveys with additional ordinal scale questions designed to reveal participants’
future study and work destinations, post-school career plans, level of confidence in seeking
information and the impact that workshop content had on their decisions to attend university.
Finally, all post-surveys included three open-ended questions that offered participants a space to
provide their insights into the outreach program’s approach to enabling students’ awareness and
attainment towards university (Robson, 2002).

Qualitative data were obtained from a series of five audio-recorded focus groups conducted with
university mentors, teachers and principals across the four NSW & VIC locations. The focus
groups lasted for one hour and consisted of ten open-ended questions that complemented the
statistical information obtained from participant surveys (Davies, et al., 2014). The researchers
provided school and university staff with the opportunity to member check the transcribed data
(Creswell, 2012). The reflective process of focus group discussion assisted in the design of an
outreach model that supports a diverse range of student needs, learning approaches and
informed decision making of RR students (Herington & Weaven, 2008).

The analysis of data conformed to a mixed-methods parallel design with the researchers
examining the quantitative and qualitative data separately, comparing the results and
interpreting the emergent themes (Creswell, 2012). In the quantitative stage of data analysis,
Likert scale responses were calculated using percentage, with the highest score being recorded
in table format showing the precise number and frequency of overall measures (Creswell, 2012).
The qualitative data were analysed according to the foundations of grounded theory and
involved breaking the data into discrete incidents to create coded categories (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). The categories were emergent and took two forms (1) based on the researchers’
interpretation of the data and (2) the participants’ conceptualisations of their own experiences.
These categories were redefined by the researchers as relationships and understandings within
the data emerged (Glaser et al., 1967). This enabled the researchers to obtain findings that
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accounted for the interconnected, yet disparate nature, of the diverse rural and regional
contexts being studied (Basit, 2010).

Results and Discussion

The findings of the research revealed four corresponding themes relevant to the diverse
understandings held by RR students and teachers towards HE participation. These included:

a) theimportance of collaborative school and university partnerships that are locally-driven
and school-focused;

b) the need for contextualised and place-based outreach programs that draw upon local
community knowledge to inform program design;

¢) the notion of aspirations and trust, particularly the importance of university mentors and
students working collectively to support students’ knowledge and skills for achieving
their post-school aspirations; and

d) anincreased awareness of options for RR students, a result of including university
mentors from similar backgrounds as key resources for supporting rural students in
demystifying HE and navigating post-school pathway opportunities.

Collaborative School and University Partnerships

One of the major findings of the Rural In2Uni program was the important role of university-school
partnerships in delivering WP programs. Throughout the study it became apparent that for
outreach programs to strongly support RR students, they require deep and broader collaborative
partnerships. Billett, et al. (2007) classify a partnership as a collaborative working process
whereby stakeholders identify, negotiate and articulate common goals through a continual
process of learning. Institutional collaboration is recognised by Gale (2011) as a key component
for increasing the engagement of underrepresented students in HE, a notion reflected upon by
one School Principal involved in the study who stated:

there is a great divide developing between urban and rural kids and that’s the core of
our work... changing teacher practice and student practice, and community practice
and the expectation that kids will need to work harder and differently to get in the
world (Principal 1, 2017).

The rapidly changing nature of the HE environment requires increased university presence to
work with schools to provide up-to-date information that informs students’ post-school decision
making. The Rural In2Uni program found that universities are required to play a sizeable role in a
whole-of-stakeholder approach to schools outreach, evident by the following principal
comments made in focus group session:

... I think what you’ve done is really, really useful because otherwise it’s, we’re not
the experts, the rules keep changing, that’s your world, we’re experts in this world”
(Principal 2, 2017);

Somebody external brings an entirely different sense of narrative ... Having mentors
down, it provides a different world view” (Principal 1, 2017).

The Rural In2Uni program addresses Halsey’s (2018) call for productive partnerships to eliminate
an increasing pressure for non-metropolitan schools to do more with less (Naylor, et al., 2013).
The Rural In2Uni model’s emphasis on strong, local partnerships that are school driven, enables
students from low-SES backgrounds to participate in programs that are delivered collaboratively
between schools and their nearest university(ies). This builds the capacity of students from low
SES backgrounds while also filling the resource gap experienced in so many rural schools (Vernon
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et al., 2018; Naylor et al., 2013; Devlin & McKay, 2017). This gap is noted by one school teacher
who stated

| tend to work on a student-to-student basis and unless they identify that uni is an
option I won’t go through the (process)... .if they come to me and say TAFE, | just
haven’t got the time to say oh well you can go to university or let me look at that for
you (Teacher 1, 2017).

Partnerships that enabled close stakeholder collaboration to support RR students established
post-school connections through engagement with HE. Penman (2010) highlights that such
connections enable university to be recognised as a natural progression of primary and
secondary school, allowing programs such as Rural In2Uni to aid in slowly removing any barriers
that prevent effective transition between the educational contexts. Such outcomes are evident
in the student survey qualitative data responses which detail students’ favourite part of the on-
campus “Future Finder” day through statements such as, “Probably looking into careers that are
involved with what your subject selections are for year 11 and 12” (Student 1, 2017) and “Looking at
different careers in the subjects | enjoy” (Student 2, 2017). The importance of outreach work which
fosters the idea of a natural progression from primary education to university study is also
recognised by one Principal who stated: “I think our kids have to learn that learning doesn’t stop”
(Principal 2, 2017).

Establishing personable connections and pathways through a collective outreach partnership
approach supports student progression by linking student interests, school subjects and the
notion of further study to successful post-school outcomes (NCSEHE, 2017). This is reflected in
the quantitative data captured at the on-campus “Future Finder” day where 76% of students
found the program beneficial and 83% agreed that after participating in the on-campus event
they now knew what they needed to do to get the job they want after finishing school. Similarly,
83% of students who attended the Primary School Kids In2Uni on-campus experience agreed that
they learnt something that they did not know previously. Viewing university outreach through
the lens of ‘achieving together instead of alone’ positions school-university partnerships as key
mechanisms for improving university transition (Vernon et al., 2018). Such models expose a
multitude of post-school opportunities and make the pathways to HE more mentally and
physically navigable for students in RR areas (Vernon et al., 2018).

Contextualised Outreach

Rural In2Uni’s focus on collaborative peer-to-peer engagement and local partnerships fostered
the development of WP programs that aligned with the specific needs of RR students and
schools. The model achieved this by enabling RR schools to lead the delivery of WP programs in
partnership with a university as well as parents/guardians and school alumni. This structure
differed from traditional university outreach models and placed the schools at the center of the
partnership. The qualitative data from the teacher and principal focus groups revealed the
importance of outreach work which focuses on shared objectives and sustainable initiatives
designed to provide long-term benefits to RR students:

| think we have found a really good balance, spaced out across the entire year,
different focus groups at different times of the year when it’s strategically important
(Teacher 1, 2017).

... The uni presence is definitely a huge bonus... the kids in XXXX... don’t get to see a
whole lot of other people from outside on a regular basis so having you come
down... with your colleagues has been tremendous (Teacher 3, 2017).
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The Rural In2Uni program recognised the need for contextualised outreach content with
educational opportunities based upon rural students’ lived experience (Bartholomaeus, 2006). To
address this gap, the Rural In2Uni program aided in the creation of a “socially inclusive pedagogy”
(Gale & Mills, 2013, p.8) that positioned all stakeholders as co-producers of outreach program
content. This enabled content to be adapted based upon specific learning needs, school
resource requirements and preferences, while also considering the complexities that exist within
the wider rural school environment (Penman, 2010; Devlin et al., 2017). The importance of
integrating the diverse experiences of rural communities within the Rural In2Uni program is
recognised by one school principal who stated:

... We’re dealing with evidence-based practice, trial and, trial and run, and there’s a
really good chance that - and we understand in a small school - that what works really
well one year, doesn’t work really well the next year... It’s always an ongoing
negotiation which is the reality of schools (Principal 1, 2017).

Reframing outreach work in RR areas is largely dependent on program content which focuses on
opportunities for accessing HE, rather than barriers to participation (Halsey, 2018). The Rural
In2Uni program was built upon the formula of school alumni + academic mentoring + university
familiarisation, while maintaining sustained and long-term engagement. The researchers
discovered that school-centered frameworks act as a motivator whereby university mentors from
the same backgrounds as the targeted schools instill a if they can do it, | can too! mentality for
students from low SES backgrounds. Embedding contextualised content within the Rural In2Uni
program involved a “students as partners” approach (O’Shea, et al., 2017, p.113),along with a
“place-based” (Bartholomaeus, 2006, p.480) educational design. The local community knowledge
of school alumni mentors, coupled with relatable in-school and on-campus educational
experiences effectively supported the progression of the engaged RR students, demystifying the
pathways available in a post-school environment. The importance of a contextualised outreach
approach was noted in the focus group data, with multiple references to the importance of
targeted progression activities and situating students in a HE environment:

| like the different focuses on the different year groups ... it’s like a progression and
students don’t think ‘oh I’'ve got to do that again’ because it’s something completely
new... (Teacher 1, 2017).

They need that context (Teacher 2, 2017).

In my experience, is that the actual going to the place can be the start of actually
making the perception “I can imagine myself here” (Principal 1, 2017).

The physical exposure of being outside of school would be beneficial to
understanding what is out there (Mentor 1, 2017).

It has to be authentic to be worthwhile so otherwise we are just role playing
(Principal 2, 2017).

Contextualised outreach models, such as Rural In2Uni, promote the development of collaborative
partnerships that enable the aspirations, awareness and attainment of individuals from
underrepresented backgrounds in HE from RR communities. Such notions are reflected in the
quantitative survey data with 81% of students indicating that the senior school University
Preparation Program (UPP) had a level of influence on their decision to attend university. The
results of such survey data can be attributed to the Rural In2Uni model framing program content
according to the needs of each engaged school. This resulted in discussions surrounding
tutorials, lectures and timetables to take precedence in some schools, while early admission
interview requirements, career-ready and academic skills remained the priority in others. The
flexibility of program delivery is noted by one University Mentor who stated:
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... It (the program)... had that differentiation for the students in terms of whether
they were 100% sure of going to university or not, it... kept all of the students
engaged (Mentor 3, 2017).

Taking a flexible approach leads programs that possess a strong rural focus and specifically
designed educational experiences that engage the entire RR learning community. Consequently,
the Rural In2Uni program is recognised as a lever to increase HE participation in rural areas,
allowing outreach work to move away from being a process of “knowledge transfer” (Scull &
Cuthill, 2010, p.62) to become a vehicle for rural communities of practice and their collective
forms of knowledge.

Aspirations and Trust

In the early stages of the project, the researchers discovered that the university mentors were
considered as trusted individuals by the schools and students due to their rural backgrounds and
experiences. This trust positively impacted students’ willingness to discuss their aspirations,
reinforcing that RR students do have aspirations for HE (Spohrer, 2011; Sellar et al., 2011; Gale et
al., 2013; Fleming & Grace, 2017). The confirmation of RR students’ existing aspirations was
verified by one school principal who noted that rather than ‘raising’ student aspirations, the Rural
In2Uni program offered a platform for ‘enabling’ students to map a pathway for achieving their
post-school goals:

We have a really high correlation with kids saying that they would like to go to
tertiary education. What they actually don’t have is perceptions of what that actually
means... the idea of running a program just helps people to ideate that sense of what
that might mean and what they might do (Principal 1, 2017).

Reconceptualising university-school partnerships in a post aspiration ‘raising’ era requires the
adoption of an alternative lens to view the design and delivery of WP programs. Appadurai’s
(2004) ‘capacity to aspire’ offers one such solution, highlighting how students from regional and
rural backgrounds do aspire but due to limited access to resources, networks and opportunities
their ability to imagine their futures is negatively impacted (Gale & Parker, 2015; Smith, 2011). As
one school principal states:

| think they self-select out between Year 5 and Year 9 ... they still want to go to uni,
but they don’t think they are capable of doing it ... you are putting yourself out there
and if you don’t meet that expectation you believe that the entire of the community
and particular in a rural, small environment, think you’re a ‘loser’ ... (Principal 2,
2017).

The Rural In2Uni program adopted Appadurai’s (2004) approach by creating a supportive
educational environment where RR students were provided with the learning conditions for
imagining their “alternative futures” (Sellar et. al., 2011, p.130). Such conditions created a trusted
learning context in which students felt comfortable to remove the ‘front’ often established when
discussing post-school aspirations:

... A lot of them are like ‘’'m not even going to go to Year 12’ but once we talked to
them... they actually have an interest... (Mentor 2, 2017).

... You are turning something like ‘oh that would be really cool but | won’t say it out
loud cause | could never really do it” into ‘oh yeah I can do that’ (Principal 2, 2017).

... These students are building a relationship with you guys as well (Teacher 1, 2017).
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Sustained engagement with HE mentors from rural backgrounds offered RR school students the
opportunity to see “what is possible for ‘people like them’ to achieve” (Austin & Hatt, 2005, p.4).
The rural mentors aided in breaking down perceptions of a ‘typical university student’ resulting in
students experiencing an increased level of self-confidence towards accessing post-school
transition resources. This outcome is evident in the survey results for the UPP, where 91% of
students agreed they had a level of confidence towards using HE and other training provider
websites because of participating in the program. Additionally, 73% of students who attended the
on-campus “Future Finder” day agreed that they felt more confident in overcoming barriers to
HE participation.

University and school partnerships that are based upon trusted relationships between mentors
and students work to develop students’ knowledge and skills for achieving their post-school
goals. The research discovered the importance of working in partnership with students to
develop their knowledge and skills to be able to determine their situation. This included working
with the students to navigate the expectations of the institutions that they are entering and
focus on what outcomes and imagined futures would be of importance to them (Sellar et. al.,
20M):

... There is always going to be one or two in each cohort that has university written
all over them and will apply regardless but there was also some that didn’t think it
was for them but then after doing the program thought yeah | can do this! (Teacher
1, 2017).

... Sparks are lit, and connections are made, sometimes they are actually life changing
(Principal 1, 2017)

This program was really helpful for me personally and has made me more confident
with the idea of going to uni (Student 3, 2017).

The sustained engagement of university mentors from RR backgrounds fostered a learning
environment which initiated a sense of belonging for RR school students, directly enabling their
aspirations and expectations toward HE through trusted working relationships (Eccles, 2009).
This important component of the Rural In2Uni program situated the university mentors as role
models for participating students, enabling them to become individuals who the RR students
“aspired to emulate” (Austin et. al., 2005, p.2). Such practical frameworks offer an outreach
model that empowers students to become agents of change against the social structures that
limit aspirational achievement.

Increased Awareness of Options

Enabling the realisation of student aspirations within the Rural In2Uni program required the
integration of content that increased students’ navigational proficiency towards their post-
school options (Gale et. al., 2015). Increasing this awareness required the university mentors to
“map more than tour knowledge” (Gale et al., 2015, p.149) to provide RR students with a sense of
direction. Ball et. al. (1998) present two forms of knowledge that can influence rural people’s
post-school navigational capacity; access to ‘hot’ knowledge passed on through a “grapevine”
(p-380) of informal social networks that speak from “direct experiences” (p.380) and ‘cold’ forms
of knowledge, such as information produced for public distribution. Smith’s (2011) research
highlights that in many low-socioeconomic contexts, such as rural areas, it is common for minimal
family experience with HE to result in a lack of engagement by young people with informative
hot knowledge about university. The Rural In2Uni program benefited from including ‘hot’
knowledge via university mentors whose informal conversations during program delivery aided in
increasing students’ awareness of post-school options (Smith, 2011). Such outcomes are evident
in the UPP post-survey student data with 84% of participating students agreeing that they are
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now familiar with the steps for achieving their career goals, while 93% of students agreed that
they knew who to contact for the information they needed to progress their career. Such results
can be attributed to the university mentors acting as translators of formal, cold knowledge
sources, allowing the collaboration between mentors and students to aid in the interpretation of
formal texts often encountered by RR students such as university websites and brochures
(Smith, 2011).

The role of university mentors from RR backgrounds delivering the Rural In2Uni program assisted
in dispersing HE ‘myths’ encountered by students located in RR areas. Such frameworks worked
to increase student awareness surrounding financial, social, study, and career concerns. Mentors’
lived experiences offered school students’ an opportunity to realise what is possible for “people
like them” (Austin et. al., 2005, p.4). Overcoming the barriers to HE was a key element noted by
one mentor in the focus group interviews, who commented that prior to completing school they
themselves were ... Unaware of (how to overcome) the barriers which was travelling, financial and
being way from home (Mentor 2, 2017).

Increasing RR student awareness of post-school options requires school-university partnerships
that work collaboratively to demystify HE through access to resources and activities that offer
“practice, repetition, exploration, conjecture and refutation” (Appadurai, 2004, p.69). In-school
university preparation sessions were offered to senior secondary students, providing faculty and
pathways advice, access to tertiary student resources, admissions advice and pathway planning.
The addition of career development sessions for senior-secondary students was also an
important component of the program. Such sessions offered a practical space for student
engagement in ‘career-readiness’ activities, supporting students to overcome limited social
networks experienced in RR areas. The outcomes of such targeted activities are noted in
principal and teacher focus group interviews:

... It gave them pathways and real trajectories to follow in order to achieve their
goals (Teacher 3, 2017);

... I think what it did was confirm for the kids who wanted to go that this was the
right path, it unpacked it for them it showed them that France wasn’t just the Eiffel
Tower, that there are a couple of other things they might need to be

experiencing... (Principal 2, 2017).

Allowing peer mentoring to unveil the often “unstated expectations and requirements” (McKay &
Devlin, 2014, p.949) of university offered RR students a deeper awareness of how to achieve their
aspirations. The emphasis that the Rural In2Uni program placed on stakeholders embracing a
shared language and strong involvement in the co-construction of the outreach vision, supported
students’ awareness of the concrete pathways and potential career options available upon
completion of school. This resulted in the Rural In2Uni model creating a shift in traditional school-
university relationships for outreach program delivery, allowing strong partnerships to provide
RR students with direct access to the necessary educational, social and cultural resources
required to transform existing aspirations into reality (Bok, 2010).

Conclusion

Although most universities have developed schools outreach models, there are still many schools
in RR Australia that are not engaged. To achieve long-term and sustainable outcomes for
students located in RR areas, there is an identified need to re-imagine WP partnerships. The Rural
In2Uni Program has revealed that effective partnerships must be tailored to the local context that
promotes effective interventions to encourage HE participation through strong community
collaboration. The Rural In2Uni program’s emphasis on collaboration enables the development of
differentiated WP activities that are contextualised to the engaged school context and designed
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to overcome barriers to HE participation. The Rural In2Uni program has resulted in the
continuation of working relationships between UOW and the target schools, enabling sustained
engagement with students from LSES backgrounds located in RR locations. The findings of the
2017 Rural In2Uni program highlight that enhancing capacity for RR students to make informed
post-school decisions is a collaborative process that involves strong partnerships between
universities and schools.
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