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Abstract 
 

The outcomes and aspirations of rural students in Victoria, Australia, have fallen behind the 

outcomes and aspirations of metropolitan students, as found in the Independent Review into 

Rural, Regional and Remote Education (Halsey, 2018), and this situation has continued for 

decades.  

This research provides a different way of looking at the situation, namely through the eyes of 

the students themselves. Consequently, this research is based on student voice to find new 

and insightful reasons for the differences in aspirations between rural and metropolitan 

students and possible solutions to the issues involved. 

This thesis explores the thoughts and perceptions of rural secondary school students in 

government secondary schools in eastern Victoria, and uses the perceptions of metropolitan 

students as a point of contrast. The perceptions of the students were obtained from a 64-item 

student survey, developed as a part of this research, and from fourteen focus groups, seven in 

Melbourne and seven in rural Victoria. The survey was completed by 227 rural students and 

136 metropolitan students, and the focus groups heard the voices of 55 rural students and 51 

metropolitan students. The focus group questions were devised after an initial analysis of the 

student surveys. The students in the research were from year 10 and 12 and included an 

approximately equal mix of males and females.  

The framework for the analysis of the results was developed as a part of this research. It was 

adapted from Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), and named Social Cognitive 

Aspirations Theory (SCAT). It focused on the key factors that provided enablers and barriers 

to the aspirations of the students, including rurality, family, friends and schools, as well as 

student self-efficacy and identity. 

The findings of the research showed that there were similarities between the aspirations of 

rural and metropolitan students, but there was a significant difference between their outcome 

expectations. Differences were found to relate to parent and teacher expectations and 

encouragement, school-based issues, student connection to their community, family 

characteristics and student behaviours related to their aspirations. The research also showed 

that rural students faced many obstacles if they wished to continue with education after 

secondary school, and this resulted in many students choosing not to do so.    



Page - iv 
 

Author Declaration 
 

This thesis is an original work of my research and contains no material which has been 

accepted for the award of any other degree at any university or equivalent institution and that, 

to the best of my knowledge and belief, this thesis contains no material previously published 

or written by another person, except where due reference is made in the text of the thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

Signature:  

 

 

Print Name:  Robert John Stephens 

 

 

Date:  28 December 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Page - v 
 

Acknowledgements 
 

There are many people deserving of acknowledgement for this research project.  

I thank the students who agreed to be involved in this research. The students were a real 

source of inspiration, and their frankness and wisdom was greatly appreciated as they 

completed the student survey and participated in focus group discussions. They gave freely of 

their time, describing their thoughts about education at their school, their aspirations for the 

future and the enablers and barriers that they met along their journey. 

I thank the principals of the schools involved in the project. Without their permission and 

support, this research could not have occurred. I also thank the staff members of the schools, 

who assisted in the arrangements that needed to be made to ensure that the survey and the 

focus groups were conducted smoothly and efficiently. I also acknowledge the Department of 

Education and Training (Victoria), for giving me their permission to carry out this research in 

Victorian government schools. 

A major thank-you goes to my very patient and wonderful supervisors from Monash 

University, Professor Deborah Corrigan and Doctor John Pardy, who assisted me throughout 

the journey. They provided advice, challenge and encouragement throughout the research. 

They encouraged me to think like a researcher. Without their assistance, this final thesis 

would not have been completed. 

I thank Jeremy, a teacher at Marlin Bay Rural College, for agreeing to allow me to interview 

him about his journey from his early years at school in rural Victoria, through his final years 

of secondary schooling in Melbourne, to his university days and finally, about his teaching 

career and his return to Marlin Bay, his place. 

Most importantly, I thank my wonderful wife, Laraine, for her encouragement and patience 

throughout the process. Laraine assisted with the data entry, and shared the driving to several 

rural towns in Victoria. She checked out the local coffee shops whilst I conducted surveys 

and focus groups at the schools. She was my proof reader, ensuring that what I wrote made 

sense. Apart from that, she was my real support, the love of my life. I also thank my family: 

Trevor, Angela, Sam and new grand-daughter Eloise, for their constant support, interest and 

encouragement.   

  



Page - vi 
 

Table of Contents 
 

Copyright Notice …………………………..…………………………………………. ii 

Abstract ………………………………………………………………………………. iii 

Author Declaration …………………………………………………………………… iv 

Acknowledgements ………………………………………………………………….. v 

Table of Contents …………………………………………………………………….. vi 

List of Figures and Graphs …………………………………………………………... xiii  

List of Tables ……………………………………………………………….………... xv 

List of Appendices ………………………………………………………….………... xvi 

Chapter 1    Introduction …………………………………….…………………….. 1 

1.1 A Case Study: Meet Jeremy .………………………………………………….. 1 

1.2 Statement of the Problem ……………………………………………………... 3 

1.3 Student Voice …………………………………………………………………. 6 

1.4 Rural Victoria …………………………………………………………………. 7 

1.5 The Research Topic …………………………………………………………... 7 

1.6 Research Questions …………………………………………………………… 8 

1.7 The Research Locations ………………………………………………………. 8 

1.8 Significance of the Study ……………………………………………………... 10 

1.9 Background and Role of the Researcher ……………………………………… 10 

1.10 Limitations of the Study ………………………………………………………. 12 

1.11 Organisation of the Study …………………………………………………….. 13 

1.12 Summary ……………………………………………………………………… 14 

Chapter 2    Literature Review ………………………………………………..…… 15 

2.1 Student Aspirations Defined ………………………………………………….. 15 

2.2 Social Cognitive Theory ……………………………………………………… 18 

2.3 Identity ………………………………………………………………………... 20 

2.4 Place and Rurality …………………………………………………………….. 23 

 2.4.1 The Concept of Place …………………………………………………. 23 



Page - vii 
 

 2.4.2 Place and Mobility ……………………………………………………. 24 

 2.4.3 Changes in Rurality and the Effect on Community Life ……………… 25 

 2.4.4 The Effect of Globalisation and Digital Technologies on Rural 

Communities ………………………………………………………….. 27 

 2.4.5 Education in Rural Areas ……………………………………………... 29 

 2.4.6 Curriculum in Rural Schools ………………………………………….. 31 

2.5 Student Aspirations …………………………………………………………… 34 

 2.5.1 Student Aspirations in Victoria and Australia ………………………… 34 

 2.5.2 Student Aspirations around the Globe ………………………………... 35 

2.6 Careers and Pathways Counselling in Rural Schools ………………………… 37 

2.7 Student Aspirations and Connection to Place ………………..……………….. 39 

2.8 Rural Student Outcomes……..………………………………..……...……..… 42 

2.9 Student Voice ………...……………………………………………………….. 45 

2.10 Summary ………………..…………………………………………………….. 47 

Chapter 3      Methodology ……………………………………….………………… 48 

3.1 Introduction …………………………………………………………………… 48 

3.2 Mixed Methods Methodology ………………………………………………… 49 

3.3 The Theoretical Framework …………………………………………………... 51 

3.4 Selection of Sample Schools ………………………………………………….. 55 

3.5 Selection of the Students in the Sample ………………………………………. 59 

 3.5.1 Student Sample for the Survey ………………………………………... 60 

 3.5.2 Student Sample for the Focus Groups ………………………………… 61 

3.6 The Student Survey …………………………………………………………… 61 

3.7 The Student Focus Groups ……………………………………………………. 64 

3.8 Focus Group Questions ……………………………………………………….. 66 

3.9 Analysis of Data ………………………………………………………………. 67 

 3.9.1 Student Survey Data …………………………………………………... 68 

 3.9.2 Student Focus Group Data ……………………………………………. 71 

3.10 Ethical Issues …………………………………………………………………. 71 



Page - viii 
 

3.11 Role of the Researcher: Insider or Outsider? ………………………..………... 72 

3.12 Summary ……………………………………………………………………… 73 

Chapter 4      Student Survey Results …………………………………..…………. 74 

4.1 Introduction …………………………………………………………………… 74 

4.2 The Survey Respondents ……………………………………………………… 74 

4.3 The Aspirations of the Students ………………………………………………. 75 

4.4 The Effect of Environmental Determinants on Student Aspirations …...…….. 77 

 4.4.1 Place and Rurality …………………………………………………….. 78 

  4.4.1.1 Place and Rurality – Connection to Place ………………..…. 78 

  4.4.1.2 Place and Rurality – Staying or Leaving …………………… 80 

  4.4.1.3 Place and Rurality – Rural Isolation ………………………... 81 

 4.4.2 Family and Friends ……………………………………………………. 82 

  4.4.2.1 Family and Friends – Family Support and Encouragement … 82 

  4.4.2.2 Family and Friends – Family Characteristics ………………. 84 

  4.4.2.3 Family Characteristics – Number of Parents Living in the 

Home …………………………………………..................…. 85 

  4.4.2.4 Family Characteristics – Parent Tertiary Education Levels ... 86 

  4.4.2.5 Family Characteristics – Socio-Economic Status ……...…… 88 

  4.4.2.6 Family Characteristics – Number of Children …………...…. 89 

  4.4.2.7 Family and Friends – Friends and Peers ……………………. 91 

 4.4.3 Schools ………………………………………………………………... 92 

  4.4.3.1 Schools – Student Perceptions of Their School …………….. 93 

  4.4.3.2 Schools – Teacher Support and Encouragement …………… 94 

  4.4.3.3 Schools – Curriculum ………………………………………. 95 

  4.4.3.4 Schools – Careers and Pathways ……………………………. 96 

  4.4.3.5 Schools – Student Perceptions of Rural and Metropolitan 

Schools ……………………………………………………… 97 

4.5  The Effect of Behavioural Determinants on Student Aspirations ……………. 99 

 4.5.1 Future Focused Behaviours – Planning for the Future…………...……. 100 



Page - ix 
 

 4.5.2 Student Behaviours – Aspiration to Continue Education …...…...……. 101 

 4.5.3 Student Behaviours – Behaviours In Relation to School ….…...…..…. 103 

4.6 The Effect of Personal Determinants on Student Aspirations …..….…...……. 106 

 4.6.1 Identity – Part-Time Work and Sport……………………………….…. 106 

 4.6.2 Identity and Self-Efficacy – Goal Setting and Success…………..……. 108 

 4.6.3 Self-Efficacy – Capacity to Continue with Education……………...…. 111 

4.7 Correlations between the Survey Items and Student Aspirations. ……………. 112 

4.8 Summary ……………………………………………………………………… 117 

Chapter 5      Results from Student Focus Groups ……………………….………. 118 

5.1 Introduction ………………………………………………………...…………. 118 

5.2 How Environmental Determinants Affect Student Aspirations ………………. 119 

 5.2.1 Place and Rurality – Connection to Place ……......…………………… 119 

 5.2.2 Place and Rurality – Rural Isolation ………………………………….. 124 

 5.2.3 Family and Friends – Family ………….……………………………… 127 

 5.2.4 Friends and Family – Friends …………………………………………. 131 

 5.2.5 Schools and Teachers – Support and Encouragement ……......………. 132 

 5.2.6 Schools and Teachers – Careers and Pathways ……………………….. 137 

5.3 How Personal and Behavioural Determinants Affect Student Aspirations……  140 

 5.3.1 Decisions About the Future ……………...……………………………. 140 

 5.3.2 Goal Setting and Success ……………………………………………... 144 

 5.3.3 Part-time Work and Sport …………………………………………….. 147 

5.4 Summary ……………………………………………………………………… 149 

Chapter 6      Discussion – Part 1……………..………………….…...………..…... 150 

6.1 Introduction …………………………………………………………………… 150 

6.2 Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory (SCAT) ………………………………... 151 

6.3 The Research Sites ……………………………………………………………. 153 

6.4 The Aspirations of the Students ………………………………………………. 154 

6.5 The Effect of Personal Determinants on Student Aspirations ………………... 156 

 6.5.1 Identity and Student Aspiration ……………………………………….. 156 



Page - x 
 

 6.5.2 Self-Efficacy – Success, Goal Setting and Student Aspirations ……… 158 

 6.5.3 Capacity to Continue Education and Student Aspirations …………..... 160 

6.6 The Effect of Behavioural Determinants on Student Aspirations …………...... 161 

 6.6.1 Student Behaviours …………………………………………………… 161 

 6.6.2 Future Focused Behaviours ……..……………………………………. 162 

6.7 The Effect of Environmental Determinants on Student Aspirations …………. 163 

 6.7.1 Family and Student Aspirations ………………………………………. 163 

  6.7.1.1 Parent and Family Support and Encouragement ……………. 163 

  6.7.1.2 Family Characteristics ……………………………………… 166 

 6.7.2 Friends and Student Aspirations …..………………………………….. 167 

 6.7.3 Schools and Student Aspirations ……………………………………… 168 

  6.7.3.1 School and Teacher Support ………..………………………. 169 

   6.7.3.2 School and Teacher Encouragement ……………………...… 170 

   6.7.3.3 Curriculum, Careers and Pathways………………………….. 172 

 6.7.4 Rurality and Student Aspirations……………………………………… 174 

  6.7.4.1 Connection to Community ………………………………..… 174 

  6.7.4.2 Rural Isolation ………………………………………………. 175 

  6.7.4.3 Staying or Leaving ………………………………………….. 177 

6.8 Correlation with Continuing Education ………………………………………. 179 

6.9 Summary ……………………………………….……………………………... 181 

Chapter 7      Discussion – Part 2 ………………………………………………….. 182 

7.1 Introduction …………………………………………………………………… 182 

7.2 Research Question 1: Place and Rurality .……………….…………………… 185 

7.3 Research Question 2: Family……………………...…………………..………. 190 

7.4 Research Question 3: Friends ………………………………………………… 194 

7.5 Research Question 4: School……………..………………………………….... 195 

7.6 Research Question 5: Identity and Self-Efficacy…...…………………………. 198 

7.7 Summary …....………………………………………………………………… 200 

Chapter 8      Conclusion …………………………………………………………… 202 



Page - xi 
 

8.1 Introduction …………………………………………………………………… 202 

8.2 Key Findings from the Research …..………………………………………….. 202 

 8.2.1 The SCAT Framework ……………………………………………….. 202 

 8.2.2 Student Aspirations …………………………………………………... 202 

 8.2.3 Environmental Determinants ………………………………………… 203 

 8.2.4 Behavioural Determinants ……………………………………………. 205 

 8.2.5 Personal Determinants ……………………………………………….. 205 

 8.2.6 Factors Affecting Rural Student Aspirations to Continue Education… 206 

8.3 Suggestions for Future Action ………………………………………………... 207 

 8.3.1 Student Voice ……….………………………………………………... 207 

 8.3.2 Schools – Fit for Purpose? …………………………………………… 208 

 8.3.3 Communities of Practice …………...………………………………… 208 

 8.3.4 Technology …………………….…………………………………….. 210 

 8.3.5 Teachers …………………………………….………………………... 211 

 8.3.6 Careers and Pathways……….………………………………………... 212 

 8.3.7 Rural Infrastructure ………..…………………………………………. 213 

 8.3.8 Summary ……………………………………………………………... 215 

8.4 Suggestions for Future Research ……………………………………………... 216 

8.5 Case Study: Jeremy’s Story …………………………………………………... 216 

8.6 Afterword ……………………………………………………………………... 218 

References ……………………………………………….………………………….. 219 

Appendices ……………………………………………………………………….…. 249 

A1 Abbreviations and Acronyms Used in this Thesis …………………...……….. 249 

A2 Ethics Approval for the Research …………………………………………….. 250 

A3 Explanatory Statement ………………………………………….…………….. 254 

A4 Student Consent Form …………………………………………………….….. 256 

A5 Student Surveys ………………………………………………………………. 257 

A6 Classification of Occupations ………………………………………………… 263 

A7 Additional Graphs Related to the Student Survey ……………………………. 264 



Page - xii 
 

 A7.1 The Effect of Parent Tertiary Education on Student Aspirations – 

Year Levels …………………………………………………………... 264 

 A7.2 Comparison Between Rural and Metropolitan Schools – Year Levels  265 

 A7.3 Enablers for Studying at Home ………………………………………. 266 

 A7.4 Parent and Teacher Encouragement to Continue Education – 

Aspiration Groups ……………………………………………………. 267 

A8 Correlation Coefficient Results …………………………………………..…… 269 

 

  



Page - xiii 
 

List of Figures and Graphs 

Figure 1.1 Maps showing Australia, Victoria, Melbourne, the Research Area 

and the Remoteness Categories …………………………………….. 9 

Figure 2.1 Bandura’s SCT ……………………………………………………… 18 

Figure 3.1 Explanatory Sequential Model ……………………………………... 50 

Figure 3.2 Key Factors Affecting Student Aspirations and Outcomes ………… 52 

Figure 3.3 Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory (SCAT) – Factors Influencing 

Aspirations ………………………………………………………….. 53 

Figure 3.4 Map Showing Victoria, the Research Area and the Approximate 

Position of the Rural Research Schools …………………………….. 56 

Figure 4.1 Student Perceptions of Future Career Aspirations ………………….. 76 

Figure 4.2 SCAT – Environmental Determinants and Key Factors ……………. 78 

Figure 4.3 Student Perceptions of Their Community ………………………….. 79 

Figure 4.4 Connection to Community – Staying or Leaving …………………... 80 

Figure 4.5 Student Perceptions of the Cost of University and TAFE ………….. 81 

Figure 4.6 Family Support and Encouragement ……………………………….. 83 

Figure 4.7 Student Living Arrangements – Two Parents, One Parent, Other ….. 85 

Figure 4.8 The Influence of Living Arrangements on Student Aspirations ……. 86 

Figure 4.9 Parent Tertiary Educational Background …………………………… 87 

Figure 4.10 The Effect of Parent Tertiary Education on Student Aspirations …... 87 

Figure 4.11 The Effect of Socio-Economic Status on Student Aspirations …….. 89 

Figure 4.12 Number of Children in the Family …………………………………. 90 

Figure 4.13 The Effect of the Number of Children in the Family on Student 

Aspirations ………………………………………………………….. 90 

Figure 4.14 The Effect of Friends on Student Aspirations ……………………… 92 

Figure 4.15 Student Perceptions of their School ……………………………….. 93 

Figure 4.16 The Effect of Teacher Support and Encouragement on Student 

Aspirations ………………………………………………………….. 94 

Figure 4.17 Student Perceptions of Learning about the Local Community ……... 95 

Figure 4.18 Student Perceptions of Careers Education ………………………….. 96 



Page - xiv 
 

Figure 4.19 Comparison of Rural and Metropolitan Schools …………………… 98 

Figure 4.20 SCAT – Behavioural Determinants and Key Factors ………………. 99 

Figure 4.21 Source of Advice Regarding Aspirations …………………………... 100 

Figure 4.22 Completing Year 12 and Continuing Education ……………………. 101 

Figure 4.23 Comparison between Wanting and Needing to Continue 

Education …………………………………………………………… 102 

Figure 4.24 Student Behaviours in Relation to School ………………………….. 104 

Figure 4.25 Barriers to Studying at Home ………………….……………………….. 105 

Figure 4.26 Percentage of Students Who Miss Homework Due to Other 

Activities ……………………………………………………………. 105 

Figure 4.27 SCAT – Personal Determinants and Key Factors ……….………….. 106 

Figure 4.28 Student Part-Time Employment Hours …………….……………….. 107 

Figure 4.29 Goal Setting for the Future …………………………………………. 109 

Figure 4.30 Success in Life and at School ………………………………………. 110 

Figure 4.31 Capacity to Continue with Education ………………………………. 111 

Figure 5.1 SCAT – Environmental Determinants – Key Elements ………...….. 119 

Figure 5.2 SCAT – Personal and Behavioural Determinants – Key Elements … 140 

Figure 6.1 SCAT Theoretical Framework …...…………………………………. 150 

Figure A7.1 The Effect of Parent Tertiary Education on Student Aspirations – 

Year Levels …………………………………………………………. 264 

Figure A7.2 Comparison of Rural and Metropolitan Schools – Year Level 

Comparison …………………………………………………………. 266 

Figure A7.3 Enablers for Studying at Home ……………………………………... 266 

Figure A7.4 Parent Encouragement to Continue Education vs Career Aspiration . 267 

Figure A7.5 Teacher Encouragement to Continue Education vs Career 

Aspiration ………………………………………………………….... 268 

 

 

  



Page - xv 
 

List of Tables 

Table 2.1 PISA Results for Australian Schools 2000 – 2018 ………………..... 43 

Table 3.1 Bandura’s SCT – Factors Related to this Research ……..………….. 53 

Table 3.2 Description of Factors related to Student Aspirations ……………… 54 

Table 3.3 Metropolitan and Rural Schools Included in the Research …………. 57 

Table 3.4 Student Survey Section Details ……………………………………... 62 

Table 3.5 Colour-coding of Focus Group Responses …………………………. 71 

Table 4.1 Key Data from the Data Collection ………………………………… 75 

Table 4.2 Effect of Part-time Employment and Sporting Commitments on 

Study ………………………………………………………………… 108 

Table 4.3 Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to 

Continue Education with 13 Survey Items – Rural Students ……….. 113 

Table 4.4 Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to 

Continue Education with 6 Survey Items – Metropolitan Students … 114 

Table 4.5 Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to 

Continue Education with Family Characteristics – Rural Students … 116 

Table 4.6 Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to 

Continue Education with Family Characteristics – Metropolitan 

Students ……………………………………………………………... 

 

116 

Table 6.1 Survey Items with Medium or High Spearman Correlation with the 

Item “When I leave school, I want to continue with my education” .. 179 

Table A1.1 Abbreviations and Acronyms used in this Thesis …………………... 249 

Table A6.1 Australian and New Zealand Classification of Occupations ………... 263 

Table A8.1 Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Items Listed and 

Student Perception of Wanting to Continue Education after Leaving 

School …………………………………………….…………………. 

 

269 

  

  



Page - xvi 
 

List of Appendices 
 

Appendix A1 Abbreviations and Acronyms Used in this Thesis …………...…... 249 

Appendix A2 Ethics Approval for the Research …………...………………...…. 250 

Appendix A3 Explanatory Statement …………...……………………………..... 254 

Appendix A4 Student Consent Form ……………………………………….…… 256 

Appendix A5 Student Surveys …………………………………………………... 257 

Appendix A6 Classification of Occupations ……………...…………………...... 263 

Appendix A7 Additional Graphs Related to the Student Survey ……...……...… 264 

Appendix A8 Correlation Coefficient Results …………………………………... 269 



Page - 1 
 

Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1 A Case Study: Meet Jeremy 

Jeremy was born in a small country town in Victoria, Australia. His parents, who were 

both school teachers, had a farm where the family lived. 

When Jeremy was two years old, his father was appointed to a teaching position in the 

small Victorian beachside town of Marlin Bay. The family built a house on several acres of 

land, on the edge of the town. When Jeremy was old enough for school, he attended Marlin 

Bay Primary School. He liked his teachers and enjoyed learning about the local area. He 

enjoyed living in the country, and he appreciated the natural environment. He relished going 

to the beach with his family and friends. It was a great place to grow up. After primary 

school, Jeremy was enrolled at Marlin Bay High School. He was a good student and worked 

hard at his studies, both in class and at home. However, many other students at the school 

spent more time surfing than they did studying.  

Jeremy had two sisters, one older and one younger. Both sisters completed their final 

year of secondary school at Marlin Bay High School, and then continued their education at 

Melbourne University, located more than 500 kilometres away. During his years at the 

school, Jeremy noticed that some students from Marlin Bay went to university after finishing 

secondary school, but some students left school early to take up a job in the local area, 

usually related to fishing or tourism, both of which were important industries in the town.  

For Jeremy, there was no impediment to doing well at school. His teachers developed 

positive relationships with their students. His parents were supportive, and both his parents 

and teachers had high expectations of him. As Jeremy put it, students did well at school if 

their parents valued education. 

In Form 4 (the third last year of high school), Jeremy received a scholarship to 

complete his final two years of high school at a private school in Melbourne. In Form 4 at 

Marlin Bay High School, there were only five students in Jeremy’s class, and three of those 

students were planning to leave school, meaning that there would be only two students 

studying in Forms 5 and 6. The opportunities at the school would be limited. Jeremy’s mother 

strongly encouraged him to take the scholarship, which he did, and for two years, he lived 

with family friends and enjoyed his new school in Melbourne, making new friends and 
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understanding the competition between students, something that he believed would not have 

happened had he stayed at Marlin Bay High School. At school, Jeremy aspired to be a 

scientist and he planned to complete a Bachelor of Science degree after he finished secondary 

school. 

After his final year of secondary school, Jeremy took a year off from his studies and 

travelled, but also spent time at home with his parents in Marlin Bay. He enjoyed his old 

home town, but did not think he could spend the rest of his life there. He enrolled at 

Melbourne University, and to everyone’s surprise, he followed the Arts rather than the 

Sciences. Throughout his time at university, during which he completed a Bachelor of Arts 

(Honours), Diploma in Education and a Masters of Philosophy, Jeremy’s parents were 

supportive and regularly provided him with spending money.  

After leaving university, Jeremy married a journalist and worked as a teacher in 

Melbourne’s western suburbs for six months. On a visit to Marlin Bay to see his parents, 

Jeremy went to his old high school, which was now called Marlin Bay Rural College. He 

asked if there was a teaching job available. The answer was “yes”, and Jeremy received a six-

month contract, which later became an on-going position. Shortly afterwards, Jeremy and his 

wife decided that they would be happy to stay in Marlin Bay and make a life there, despite 

employment opportunities for Jeremy’s wife being limited.  

Today, Jeremy still teaches at Marlin Bay. He is a member of the college’s leadership 

team and he is enjoying a successful career, a career balanced by family life with his wife and 

three children. He still enjoys the surf and socialising with the locals in Marlin Bay. 

What forces pulled Jeremy back to Marlin Bay? His parents still lived in Marlin Bay 

and hence, he and his wife were able to live with them when they first returned. Jeremy’s two 

best friends, one a jeweller and one a journalist, had moved away but had also returned. He 

loved the area, the surf, the beaches and the environment. He enjoyed bumping into people he 

knew in the street, something that did not happen as much in Melbourne. He loved the great 

mix of cultures and the history of the town. He loved the fact that he felt part of the 

community, part of the place called Marlin Bay. It was a rural community with which he 

shared beliefs and values. It represented his sense of himself: his identity. In the pub recently, 

Jeremy watched an over-intoxicated local stand on the bar and call out “I am Marlin Bay”. I 

am sure that Jeremy believes that he is too. 
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In rural Victoria, as in rural places around the globe, there are many people like 

Jeremy. There are many stories of those who live in a rural community, leave to obtain a 

tertiary qualification and return to the community of which they feel a part. There are many 

other stories too, stories of people who leave the community and never return, whilst others 

simply stay in their rural community and never leave, often because they feel the attraction of 

place, of community, of friends and family. There are also many not so successful stories.  

Many ask the question, what is success? Was Jeremy’s success based on leaving 

Marlin Bay, or was it that he successfully applied for and obtained a scholarship to a private 

school? Or, did the fact that he performed well at his studies and returned to continue life as 

part of the community make him a success? 

How does the sense of place and community affect education and aspirations? In 

Jeremy’s case, it worked out in ways that he regarded as successful. After an accomplished 

academic journey in Melbourne, Jeremy returned to Marlin Bay, his place, the place where he 

felt that he belonged and a place with which he identified1. 

1.2 Statement of the Problem  

In 2010, the Parliament of Victoria, Rural and Regional Committee, in an inquiry into 

the extent and nature of disadvantage in rural and regional Victoria, stated that: 

“If country people are not, as the statistics indicate, as healthy or as educated as 

city people, if their children don’t have access to the same opportunities and if 

country people don’t have the same access to services that are taken for granted 

in the city, then solutions must be found and implemented” (Rural and Regional 

Committee, 2010, p. xiv). 

The desire to improve the educational opportunities for rural young people was 

the impetus of the inquiry. The need was there. But over the next four years, little 

changed.  

In 2014, the Victorian Auditor General, John Doyle, stated that: 

“The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) is 

aware of the barriers to rural students' participation and achievement in 

                                                             
1 Note: Jeremy is not his real name. His story though, is true. 
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education. However, it does not understand the effectiveness of its activities to 

support and encourage rural students and their families to better engage in 

education and achieve better educational outcomes” (Victorian Auditor General, 

2014, p. 21). 

The Auditor General identified that the barriers to rural students achieving outcomes 

similar to those of their metropolitan counterparts continued to exist, and he noted that any 

strategies to improve the situation were not sufficient to redress the disparity that existed 

between rural and metropolitan students. Rural students continued to be disadvantaged and 

affected by barriers related to quality of teaching, proximity to tertiary institutions, lack of 

educational aspirations and financial issues (Victorian Auditor General, 2014).  

A 2014 study of secondary school data in Victoria (Lamb, Glover & Walstab, 2014), 

described differences between rural and metropolitan students, and painted a bleak picture. 

The data of Lamb et al. showed that rural students were absent from school for at least four 

extra days per year, scored 20 points below their metropolitan counterparts in National 

Literacy and Numeracy tests, were less likely to complete secondary school, and those who 

did complete secondary school achieved results significantly lower than their metropolitan 

peers. According to Lamb et al., when students reached year 12, the percentage who went on 

to university was 54% in metropolitan areas and 36% in rural areas, a difference of 18%.  

The 2015 On-Track survey, a survey which was designed to track the destinations of 

students after they left school (Department of Education and Training, 2017a), showed that 

63.7% of rural students progressed to further education and training (university or a 

technical/vocational college). This contrasted with the 81.5% of their metropolitan 

counterparts who did so. Further, the percentage of rural students progressing to further 

education had declined by almost 3% over the previous three years. 

Over the years, many studies have compared rural and metropolitan secondary school 

outcomes. Fyfield (1970) focused on the key issues affecting rural students, which related to: 

(a) cultural differences between metropolitan and rural areas; 

(b) issues related to teacher supply and retention; 

(c) difficulties in accessing professional learning for rural teachers due to rural isolation; 

(d) a lack of motivation of rural students; 

(e) parental negativity about education; 

(f) the difficulty in accessing tertiary education in rural areas. 
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Fifty years later these inequities persist. In Victoria, and indeed Australia, the 

situation has not improved. Rural students remain disadvantaged in their outcomes and their 

future career choices. It is not a level playing field.  

In 2014, a Victorian daily newspaper, The Age, printed an article with the headline: 

“Country students falling behind”. 
 

The article focused on student outcomes at all year levels, particularly those related to 

secondary schooling. In the article, it was reported that 40% of country secondary students 

did not continue with education after finishing year 12, compared with 20% of metropolitan 

students. The article noted that the Minister for Education at the time, Martin Dixon, had 

stated that ‘a plan to improve rural and regional education was “well under way”’ (Topsfield, 

2014, p. 13). 

The problem, of course, was that the plan, and so many plans before and since, have 

not been implemented, or have been only partially implemented, and rural students continue 

to feel neglected, forgotten and overlooked. In fact, in 2018, in the ‘Independent Review into 

Rural, Regional and Remote Education’, a national review, John Halsey noted that “the 

achievements of rural, regional and remote students have in the main lagged behind urban 

students for decades” (Halsey, 2018, p. 4). Further, in 2019, a review of rural and regional 

education in Victoria, as its first recommendation, stated that there was a need to: 

“Develop a comprehensive five year strategic plan for rural and regional 

education that recognises and addresses the specific opportunities and challenges 

of rural and regional education, and establish both a Rural Education 

Consultative Group and a Regional Education Consultative Group to support the 

effective implementation of the strategic plan” (Department of Education and 

Training, 2019b, p. 2). 

Another plan, another report, another committee. It sounds positive, but history has 

shown that little has changed over many years. There is a need for a new way of looking at 

the problem. For years, research has focused on the insights from researchers, teachers, 

principals and bureaucrats. Attention needs to be paid to what the students think and say 

about their experiences of school education. 
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1.3 Student Voice 

This research focuses on the voice of the students. Surveys and focus groups were 

conducted to capture the perspectives of the students regarding the effects of rurality on the 

aspirations of rural students, and to inquire into why differences between rural and 

metropolitan students exist to the degree that they do. The students are the ones who 

experience schooling in rural settings, and listening to their voices provides a unique insight 

into the relationships between rurality and student aspirations. This research pushes beyond 

policy understanding of the issues, to better come to grips with the lived experiences, 

including the barriers and enablers, from the point of view of the students. By considering the 

evidence provided by the students, this research explores and imagines possible strategies for 

improvement that have not yet been considered.  

Using student voice, the research seeks answers to many questions. What do students 

think about education? What do they want from the school that they attend? What do they 

want to do when they leave school? Are there differences between rural and metropolitan 

students’ thoughts about the purpose of schooling, about staying at school to complete year 

12, and about how students perceive their destinations beyond school? What role do rurality, 

community and connection to place play in the aspirations that a student has for their future? 

What are the barriers and enablers for rural students realising their aspirations?  

Further, the research focuses on the question of success as seen by the students 

themselves. What constitutes success for each student? For some, like Jeremy, accessing a 

university education equates to success (indeed, for some it is the only measure of success), 

whilst for others it is related to staying in their local community and finding a position which 

suits their needs. For others it is finding the balance between work and recreational activities. 

What does success look like for rural students in contrast with that of metropolitan students? 

This research examines the perceptions of different groups of students in a range of 

rural and metropolitan settings. Rural and metropolitan students’ experiences and thinking are 

compared and contrasted. Differences between male and female students are captured. The 

perspectives of year 10 and year 12 students and their plans about school completion, further 

study and their aspirations are given voice in this research.  
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1.4 Rural Victoria 

Differences between rural and metropolitan Victoria have been well documented and 

occur in many aspects of life. Major differences exist in many areas, including health, 

education, transport, employment and wellbeing. 

For example, the National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA), 2013 report, ‘A Snapshot 

of Poverty in Rural and Regional Australia’, indicated that whilst levels of poverty were 

higher in rural Australia than in metropolitan areas, it was not regarded as an area for 

government policy development. The report stated that rural Australians were subjected to:  

“… reduced access to health services, transport difficulties, inadequate local 

infrastructure and vulnerability to drought and other natural hazards” (NRHA, 

2013, p. 4). 

Into the future, significant changes will occur in Victoria as the population increases 

from 6.5 million in 2018, to a predicted 11.2 million in 2056, a 72% increase, as reported in 

the ‘Victoria in Future 2019’ report of the Department of Environment, Land, Water and 

Planning (DELWP) (2019). During that time, it is projected that the population of rural 

Victoria will increase from 1.5 million to 2.2 million, a 47% increase. The increased rural 

population will require increased levels of infrastructure in order to ensure that rural people in 

Victoria have the services that they need and deserve. 

1.5 The Research Topic 

The topic for this research is:  

 

“The effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in rural government secondary 

schools in Victoria, Australia: The perspectives of students.” 

 

The research aims to conduct an analysis of the effect of rurality on secondary school 

students. The data used in the research comes from the students themselves, through their 

completion of student surveys and their responses in student focus groups. The data relates to 

student aspirations and the enablers which assist and the barriers which hinder them. The 

research focuses on students in government secondary schools in Victoria, and, in particular, 

students in rural secondary schools. It contrasts the perceptions and perspectives of rural 

students with those of their metropolitan counterparts.  
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1.6 Research Questions 

To ascertain the effect of rurality on the aspirations of rural students, the research 

focuses on the students themselves, and the level of support that they receive from their 

families, friends, schools and communities to assist and support them to determine and realise 

their aspirations for the future. By contrasting rural and metropolitan students, the strength of 

the effect of rurality will be observed. 

The research questions for this study are: 

1. To what extent does living in a rural community affect the aspirations of rural 

secondary school students? 

2. To what extent do factors related to a student’s family affect the aspirations of rural 

secondary school students? 

3. To what extent do friends and peers influence the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

4. To what extent do schools and teachers affect the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

5. To what extent do identity and self-efficacy affect the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

Whilst each of the research questions focuses on the “extent” to which the element or 

factor in the question affects student aspirations, implicit in each question is the 

determination of how and why student aspirations are affected. 

1.7 The Research Locations 

The definition of rural varies widely. Rural has been defined by population, 

population density, or distance from major cities (Sher and Sher, 1994; Lockie, 2000). For 

some, rural is simply defined as ‘non-metro’ (Looker & Dwyer, 1998, p. 9), or “where 

metropolitan Australia isn’t” (Lockie, 2000, p. 16). In this research, the definition of rural in 

Victoria, Australia, is that used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), namely all areas 

outside the Melbourne Metropolitan Area. The ABS designates rural areas as Inner Regional, 

Outer Regional, Remote or Very Remote (ABS, 2020), as shown in Figure 1.1.  
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Whilst the research aimed to incorporate rural schools from each of the four 

categories of rurality, as Figure 1.1 indicates, there are no areas of Victoria designated as 

Very Remote. The majority of the State of Victoria is either Inner Regional or Outer 

Regional, with two areas, one in the south eastern tip and another in north western Victoria 

designated as remote. This research therefore included schools that were designated as Inner 

Regional, Outer Regional and Remote.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.1: Maps showing Australia, Victoria, Melbourne, the Research Area and the Remoteness Categories. 

Maps adapted from ABS (2020) and used with permission. 

 

The research took place in sixteen government secondary schools, all of which were 

located in the eastern regions of Victoria, Australia. The schools included eleven schools in 

rural Victoria, and five in metropolitan Melbourne. Figure 1.1 shows the location of the 

research area, the area within which all of the sixteen research schools were situated. 

The schools where the research was undertaken were as different as the places where 

they existed. The sample of rural schools included schools close to, and schools very distant 

from, Melbourne. It included schools in high, medium and low socio-economic areas. 

Further, large schools (including a school with more than 1000 students), and small schools 

(including a school of less than 50 students) were included in the sample. The rural schools 

were located in a range of small, medium and large country towns.  
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The metropolitan schools, included in the research to provide a baseline, comprised 

schools from the inner suburbs, beachside suburbs and the outer growth corridor of 

Melbourne. They ranged in distance from the centre of Melbourne, and included schools 

from a mix of high, medium and low socio-economic areas. The metropolitan schools ranged 

in size from less than 500 students to greater than 2000 students. 

1.8 Significance of the Study 

There is an explicit need for this research project in Victoria. Principals, teachers and 

schools are constantly looking at ways to improve student outcomes, but they are aware that 

many barriers exist. Some of these barriers were, in the past, considered to be beyond the 

control of schools but, in more recent times, it has been recognised, in both rural and 

metropolitan areas, that school, family and community partnerships are an essential element 

in the improvement of student outcomes and the realisation of student aspirations, as noted by 

Frederico and Whiteside (2016) and Sheridan and Wheeler (2017).  

This research considers the enablers and barriers to student aspirations, focusing on 

the influence of where the students live, their family and friends, their school, and factors 

related to their own behaviours and their sense of themselves. The research also considers 

differences between the aspirational behaviours of male and female students, and students in 

different year levels. Importantly, the research uses the strengths of, and the issues associated 

with, living in a rural place, to determine strategies for improvement in the educational 

experiences provided to rural students, and hence, to increase their chances of realising their 

aspirations for the future. 

This research provides a new perspective on the issues affecting rural students in 

Victoria and their aspirations. In considering the voices of students from a wide range of 

schools, the research takes notice of their perceptions, both from a survey and from the direct 

voices of students in focus groups. Student voice takes centre stage and provides new insights 

not usually heard. 

1.9 Background and Role of the Researcher 

I have had a lifetime career in education in Victoria. Having taught in five 

government secondary schools, one in rural Victoria, I was promoted to the principal class 

and served for four years as a Deputy Principal and twelve years as a Principal in large 
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government secondary colleges in Melbourne. This was followed by thirteen years as Deputy 

Regional Director and Executive Director – School Improvement, in metropolitan and rural 

regions, culminating, in 2015, with the award of a Public Service Medal (PSM) for my 

contribution to education in Victoria.  

It was in North Eastern Victoria Region, a region with a mix of rural and metropolitan 

schools, that my true passion for rural education was realised. I know rural government 

secondary schools, how they operate and their struggles to improve student outcomes. In my 

role as Deputy Regional Director, I observed principals focusing on improving outcomes, but 

having significant difficulty in moving outcomes from a lower base than that which existed 

for their metropolitan counterparts. I observed first-hand many of the barriers that existed for 

rural secondary schools and their students, and I worked with principals to attempt to counter 

those barriers, often in under-resourced circumstances. This research is a culmination of the 

passion and drive that I have displayed over many years: a passion for rural schools, teachers 

and most importantly, students. Now, as a student and not employed by the Victorian 

Department of Education and Training, I have the freedom to fully explore these ideas and 

make suggestions, without the oversight of a government department. 

My expertise in government school education has assisted me to conduct this 

research. In recent times, as part of my work in schools, I have conducted many focus groups 

of students, teachers, principals and parents and I have found that, often, very accurate 

information about student outcomes, and schools in general, is derived from the students 

themselves. I have championed student voice in schools, encouraging the use of focus groups, 

provision of feedback to teachers, and students setting their own learning goals, as a way to 

empower students to become active participants in the education process and to take more 

control of their own learning.  

In this research, I have focused on students and their voices, to provide new and 

different ways of looking at secondary education in Victoria. I have constructed a student 

survey, based on my own understandings of the school system, and informed by several 

researchers, including Bandura (1997), Petrin, Schafft and Meece (2014), Watson et al. 

(2016), and Chen and Starobin (2018). The survey was implemented in sixteen rural and 

metropolitan government secondary colleges, after being trialled in four rural Victorian 

schools. Building on the survey data, I have conducted focus groups in six of the schools, 



Page - 12 
 

three in rural Victoria and three in Melbourne, and I have analysed the results of both the 

surveys and the focus groups.  

This research explored the personal, behavioural and environmental factors that 

influence student aspirations for the future, and examined who or what has assisted, or has 

been a barrier, in the development of those aspirations. The research has uncovered the 

factors that have correlated strongly with continuing with education after secondary school. 

In addition, the research has identified potential strategies, many provided by the students 

themselves, which could make a difference in rural secondary schools. 

1.10 Limitations of the Study 

One limitation of the research is the use of a relatively small sample of 363 students. 

A larger sample could allow for more fine-grained analysis of the student surveys and focus 

group outcomes. However, this was counteracted by the broad range of schools, in terms of 

size, distance from Melbourne and socio-economic levels and, by ensuring that, as much as 

possible, the sample of students in each school was representative of the whole school 

population. This was accomplished by including proportions of male and female students that 

matched the percentage of male and female students within the whole school. Also, the 

percentage of students in year 12, who studied the Victorian Certificate of Education (the 

traditional academic course available to students in Victorian schools) and the Victorian 

Certificate of Applied Learning (the vocational course available to students in Victorian 

schools), matched the overall percentage of students completing these courses within the 

whole school. 

A second limitation is that students were able to participate in the research only if 

they had a correctly signed consent form. This process may have skewed the results to some 

degree. This limitation was addressed through all students in a mixed ability class group 

being provided with a consent form, and the school principal being requested to ensure that 

the cohort of students from their school, who took part in the research, was representative of 

the total population of students in the whole school. 

A third limitation is that the research considered only students in government 

secondary schools in Victoria. Students from Catholic or Independent schools were not 

included in the sample of students. 
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1.11 Organisation of the Study 

The research focuses on the effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in 

government secondary schools in Victoria, from the perspective of the students themselves. 

This thesis includes eight chapters, eight appendices and a list of the references used to 

inform the research. An outline of each of the chapters in the thesis is detailed below. 

Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the research. It begins with a short case study of a 

rural student named Jeremy, outlining his journey through school to university and ultimately 

to his position as a teacher in the government secondary school that he attended as a boy. The 

chapter also outlines the area within which the research was carried out, and the use of 

student voice as the vehicle for determining enablers and barriers to student aspirations.  

Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature, focusing on rurality and differences between 

rural and metropolitan student outcomes and aspirations, both in Australia and 

internationally. This chapter also reviews literature related to place, identity and Bandura’s 

Social Cognitive Theory, the basis of the theoretical framework used in this research. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used in the research, where the use of student voice was 

incorporated as a central platform. The chapter outlines the theoretical framework used in the 

research, the construction, piloting and implementation of the surveys and focus groups, the 

data analysis techniques, both for the quantitative and the qualitative elements of the 

research, and how they work together to strengthen the research. 

Chapter 4 outlines the data from the student surveys, analysed using IBM SPSS, and 

presented as a sequence of graphs and correlation statistics, which provide insights into the 

personal, behavioural and environmental determinants which shape student aspirations.  

Chapter 5 outlines the student focus group data and the real voice of the students. This 

chapter provides evidence regarding student aspirations and the factors that influence them. 

The chapter is presented as a sequence of student comments and statements from the focus 

groups, related to the theoretical framework.  

Chapter 6 is a discussion of the results from the student survey and the focus groups. The 

determinants of the theoretical framework are used as an analytical platform on which to 

examine and explore the data from the previous two chapters, to align the results with the 

literature review and to draw out key new themes. 
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Chapter 7 considers a response to each of the five research questions focusing on the 

research topic and the theoretical framework. The chapter also includes how this research has 

added to the knowledge in the area of rural education. 

Chapter 8 provides ideas, based on the comments of the students in the research, that 

reference how rural student aspirations and outcome expectations can be improved. The 

chapter also includes the key findings from the research, suggestions for future research and 

reflects back on the case study of Jeremy who was introduced in Chapter 1. 

Additional sections of the thesis include: 

(a) The references used in the research; 

(b) Eight appendices: 

Appendix 1 Abbreviations and Acronyms Used in this Thesis; 

Appendix 2 Ethics Approval for the Research; 

Appendix 3 Explanatory Statement; 

Appendix 4 Student Consent Form; 

Appendix 5 Student Surveys; 

Appendix 6 Classification of Occupations; 

Appendix 7 Additional Graphs Related to the Student Survey; 

Appendix 8 Correlation Coefficient Results. 

1.12   Summary 

In this chapter, Jeremy’s case study set the scene for the research. The research topic 

and research questions were presented, along with the rationale for carrying out the research. 

The focus on student voice as a platform for the data collection and analysis was explained. 

Chapter 2 provides a literature review, focusing on the academic literature and 

government documents that provide the background and rationale for this research. 
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Chapter 2   Literature Review 

This literature review focuses on the aspirations of rural secondary school students 

and the factors that influence them. Academic literature and government policy documents, 

related to the effects of rurality and, in particular, the influence of family, friends, schools and 

communities on student aspirations, are considered. Bandura’s ideas and paradigm of Social 

Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1977) is introduced, because of its focus on self-efficacy, 

identity and place and also because Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) has been deployed in this 

research to provide a framework for the generation and analysis of the data. The use of 

student voice, which was central to this research, also features in this literature review.  

2.1 Student Aspirations Defined 

The focus of this research is the aspirations of rural secondary school students in 

Victoria, Australia. Firstly, the concept of aspirations is examined.  

The Collins English Dictionary refers to an aspiration as being a “strong desire to 

achieve something, such as success” (Collins Dictionaries, 2020). Aspirations are often 

transient and, as stated by Gemici, Bednarz, Karmel and Lim (2014), young people often 

change their career aspirations many times as they mature into adulthood, usually in response 

to greater research into possible future careers, or the opportunity to enter a career that 

previously had not existed. Aspirations are generally thought about and imagined early in 

life, even as young as primary school age, a time when children aspire to jobs that they think 

they would like. By the secondary school years, students focus more on jobs that incorporate 

areas where they enjoyed success and achievement at school, as found by Gore, Holmes, 

Smith, Southgate and Albright (2015), who researched Australian primary and secondary 

school students.  

Aspirations have been conceptualised as “the student’s ability to set goals for the 

future whilst being inspired in the present to work towards those goals” (Quaglia & Cobb, 

1996, p. 130). Quaglia and Cobb found that aspirations related to the needs of the individual, 

in areas such as education, employment, careers and lifestyle choices. Archer, De Witt and 

Wong (2014) found that student background issues, such as socio-economic status, ethnicity 

and gender, played a significant role in aspiration development. Hoskins and Barker (2017) 

followed the lifestyle thought of Quaglia and Cobb, finding that aspirations focused on five 

key areas, namely “happiness, personal satisfaction, making a difference, status and wealth” 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/desire
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/achieve
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/success
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(Hoskins & Barker, 2017, p. 47), and that the aspirations of students were generally 

influenced by family background and parental influence. Yaeger, Bundick and Johnson 

(2012) found that schools had a role in helping students form their aspirations, and 

encouraged schools to allow students to explore and imagine possible future aspirations, a 

theme central to this research.  

In researching Australian rural students, Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert and Muspratt 

(2004) referred to aspirations as a way for young people to escape the community in which 

they lived. They found that aspirations were formed over time, based on the student’s sense 

of self and aptitude, and the support they received from parents, teachers and friends 

(Alloway et al., 2004, p. 12). 

When Ball, Macrae and Maguire (1999) studied the aspirations of a group of 16-year-

old students in the United Kingdom, they found that their aspirations reflected their life 

experiences and their family background. Availability of jobs in their local areas was also a 

factor. They stated that: 

“They enter with very different learning identities, aspirations and motivations, 

and their ‘educational inheritances’ prepare them differently for participation. 

Some young people simply want a job and a wage and ‘no more learning’, 

others come with a long-term commitment to gaining higher qualifications” 

(Ball et al., 1999, p. 195). 

Ball et al. stated that each student’s aspirations were constructed through their ability 

to create an “imagined future” (Ball et al., 1999, p. 210), and were influenced by family, 

friends, where they lived, their school experiences and exposure to a range of future 

possibilities. University is not the desired aspiration of everyone and, as Ball et al. suggested, 

some young people just want to get a job and not be involved in further education, whilst 

others saw a university education as their measure of success. Whilst the research of Ball et 

al. related to students in an urban area, it informed this research through the factors that 

influenced the aspirations of young people.  

According to Spohrer (2016), a common view of success in aspirations was related to 

accessing a university education. In her research, Spohrer stated: 

“One teacher conceded: ‘not that university is the only way of assessing how 

aspirational the school is’ – a statement which indicates a contestation, but, at 
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the same time, confirms that university is the ‘gold standard’” (Spohrer, 2016, p. 

414). 

The view, presented by Spohrer, of university being the ‘gold standard’ for success, 

was reasonable for some students, but not for all. As Ball et al. (1999) found, for many 

students, success related to finding a job that suits their needs. 

It has been said that the capacity to aspire is a concept that is not spread equally 

across different levels of society and that the more well-off members of society usually have 

more life experiences and opportunities to draw on in developing their aspirations 

(Appadurai, 2004). This resonates with the earlier research by Edgar (1975), who found that 

the aspirations of rural students in Australia were affected by their family’s socio-economic 

status, and that they had a lower sense of self-belief and a lack of experiences that could 

contribute towards the development of their future aspirations. Edgar’s conclusion 

undervalued rural life and, as noted by Burnell (2003) and Petrin at al. (2014), rural students 

are generally proud of their rurality and live a life full of social interactions, problem solving 

and real-life experiences. As a consequence, according to Burnell and Petrin et al., rural 

students have a highly developed self-belief and high aspirations for their future.  

In the 2008 Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent & 

Scales, 2008), it was found that many students in secondary school did not aspire to continue 

education beyond secondary school, partly due to their lack of understanding of the benefits 

of a tertiary education. This policy report also identified several groups of Australian 

students, including students from rural areas, who missed out on a tertiary education as they 

had not been provided with the resources needed to understand the benefits of continuing 

their education, and who were also discouraged by the costs involved, which were the result 

of the lack of local tertiary institutions in rural areas and rural isolation. Perry (2014) found 

that scholarships for rural students to attend university were ineffective as they did not 

provide the level of funding needed for a rural student to live in a metropolitan environment. 

The research literature about aspirations identifies an interplay of many factors which 

affect the aspirations of rural students. These factors include rurality, family, schools, 

availability of jobs and the student’s personal circumstances, including their self-efficacy and 

identity. In this research, with its focus on rural students and their aspirations, student 

aspirations focused on three main areas, namely: further education, their choice of career, and 

the development of a specifically desired lifestyle.   
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Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997, 2001) highlights the centrality 

of self-efficacy in human behaviour. Hence, self-efficacy is very relevant to the 

understanding of the factors that shape the future aspirations of students. As Bandura and 

Locke (2003) stated: 

“Efficacy beliefs predict occupational choices and level of mastery of 

educational requirements for those careers …” (Bandura & Locke, 2003, p. 90). 

In the next section, Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), as it relates to student 

aspirations, is examined. 

2.2 Social Cognitive Theory 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997, 2001), outlines how 

human behaviour is developed through, and arises from, a combination of influences related 

to personal, behavioural and environmental forces. SCT focuses on the forces that act on the 

individual and how each individual interacts with their environment. It describes how 

individuals develop strategies, and use them to influence their own outcomes, and that, if an 

individual has the self-belief that they can obtain a specific outcome, the likelihood of 

success is greater. Bandura’s conceptualisation of the individual is useful in researching the 

effects of rurality on student aspirations because, as Bandura understands it: 

“Human functioning is explained in terms of a model of triadic reciprocality in 

which behaviour, cognitive and other personal factors, and environmental events 

all operate as interacting determinants of each other” (Bandura, 1986, p. 18).  

Bandura’s SCT is shown diagrammatically in Figure 2.1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Bandura’s SCT. Adapted from Bandura (2012). 
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Inherent in SCT is the concept of self-efficacy and belief in one’s capacity to carry 

out certain tasks or to have high level aspirations. Bandura (1997) stated that: 

“People who doubt their capabilities in particular domains of activity shy away 

from difficult tasks in those domains. They find it hard to motivate themselves, 

and they slacken their efforts or give up quickly in the face of obstacles. They 

have low aspirations and weak commitment to the goals they choose to pursue” 

(Bandura, 1997, p. 39). 

Further, Bandura elaborated on this notion of self-efficacy by defining perceived self-

efficacy as being the judgement by a person of their ability to achieve a required performance 

(Bandura, 1986, p. 391). If a person believes that they are capable of achieving an outcome, 

there is a higher likelihood that they will achieve that outcome.  

Adding to the concept of perceived self-efficacy is the notion of outcome 

expectations, which Bandura defined as a “judgement of the likely consequence … behaviour 

will produce” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391). Considering outcome expectations, Bandura (1997) 

found that many people rejected career choices because they believed that they were not 

capable of carrying out the tasks required, or that they were unlikely to be successful in the 

role. In these situations, their outcome expectations overrode the possibility that they could 

be successful, based on their lack of self-efficacy related to their aspirations. Bandura (1997) 

noted that, where self-efficacy is low, and where people do not feel that they have the 

capacity, through setting goals and doing the necessary work, they will not be successful.  

Basing their research on SCT, Lent, Brown and Hackett (1994, 2000) developed a 

model which incorporated an understanding of barriers to career aspirations. They considered 

barriers, such as financial issues, emotional deterrents and lack of support, alongside 

disapproval by significant people, as affecting aspirations. Similarly, Bandura, Barbaranelli, 

Caprara and Pastorelli (2001) considered other factors, such as gender, socio-economic 

status, family structures and friends, as being significant in the determination of career 

directions. Rogers and Creed (2011) used SCT and the Social Cognitive Career Theory 

(SCCT) model, developed by Lent et al. (1994), to incorporate the effects of social 

relationships and the influence, both positive and negative, of schools and families on career 

aspirations of students.   
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Farmer (1985, p. 363) also used an adapted version of SCT to focus on career and 

achievement motivation. Her version adjusted SCT to incorporate the background of people 

(including gender, ethnicity and ability), as well as their personal characteristics (such as 

attitudes and beliefs) and environmental factors. Farmer’s research assisted in the 

development of the framework used in this research. 

An adaptation of SCT was used in this research. It provided an excellent model for 

analysis of the factors that affected student aspirations. The model allowed for a focus on 

personal attributes such as the students’ self-efficacy and identity, their behaviours related to 

schooling and to their future determination, and the influence of environmental determinants 

such as family, friends, school and rurality. Further detail, regarding the adaptation of SCT 

used in this research, is included in Chapter 3. 

A key element, in the adaptation of SCT for this research, was the identity of the 

students involved. The concept of identity is explored in the next section. 

2.3 Identity 

In researching the aspirations of rural students, self-efficacy is a central theme which 

is connected to their identity. Developing one’s aspirations requires an understanding of 

one’s self and a determination to make decisions. The identity of a person allows them to 

understand themselves, and to make their own way in the world by making decisions about 

their future. The link between identity and self-efficacy is tangible. There are, however, 

different ways of considering identity, depending on whether the view-point is based on 

social theory, psychology or sociology.  

John Stuart Mill (1859), a social theorist, in his works on identity, stated that: 

“He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him, 

has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He who 

chooses his plan for himself, employs all his faculties. He must use observation 

to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to gather materials for 

decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, firmness and self-

control to hold to his deliberate decision” (Mill, 1859, p. 110). 
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In this quote, Mill focused on the self-direction of a person. For many, this trait is a part of 

their identity and their understanding of themselves. A measure of identity relates to having 

the capacity to choose one’s own plan for the future and to develop one’s own aspirations.  

Erikson (1968), a developmental psychologist, focused on the psychosocial aspects of 

identity. Erikson noted that young people identify with understanding themselves and finding 

their own way in the world. He stated: 

“Youth, therefore, is sensitive to any suggestion that it may be hopelessly 

determined by what went before in life histories or in history. Psychosocially 

speaking, this would mean that irreversible childhood identifications would 

deprive an individual of an identity of his own; historically, that vested power 

would prevent a group from realizing its composite historical identity. For these 

reasons, youth often rejects parents and authorities and wishes to belittle them as 

inconsequential …” (Erikson, 1968, p. 247). 

Giddens (1991), a sociologist, brought together the ideas of Mill and Erikson, in a 

way that related to student aspirations. Giddens believed that a person needed to create their 

own identity, based on past events and future aspirations. He stated: 

“Life-planning presupposes a specific mode of organising time because the 

reflexive construction of self-identity depends as much on preparing for the 

future as on interpreting the past, although the ‘reworking’ of past events is 

certainly always important in this process” (Giddens, 1991, p. 73). 

Côté (1997) found that identity was related to behaviours and personality. Attributes 

for determination of one’s identity are “ego strength, an internal locus of control, self-

monitoring, self-esteem, a sense of purpose in life, social perspective taking, critical thinking 

abilities, and moral reasoning abilities” (Côté, 1997, p. 578). Here, Côté illustrates how 

identity is connected with self-efficacy. To have a strong self-efficacy implies ego strength, 

control of one’s destiny and purpose in one’s existence. A strong self-efficacy implies an 

understanding of one’s self and one’s identity. 

Identity reflects current and previous social circles within which a young person 

mixes. In this way, identity can be affected by social class, significant others and the 

interactions with society (Stokes, Aaltonen & Coffey, 2015). In the same way, Côté (1997) 

commented that identity related to the interactions that one had with other people, whilst 
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Sampson and Goodrich (2009) included the importance of the local landscape and community 

in identity development, stating:  

“Place, as setting, has the potential to contribute to the manner in which 

individuals develop and maintain a sense of place, belonging, and identity” 

(Sampson & Goodrich, 2009, p. 902). 

Sport and part-time employment also contribute significantly to the self-efficacy and 

identity of many students, particularly those in rural areas. Sport is a central feature of many 

country towns and it provides an activity where young people can display their skills and 

abilities, thus enhancing their identity (Tonts &Atherley, 2010; Croft-Piggin, 2015). Part-time 

work, for students, allows them to show greater independence and self-confidence and hence, 

it develops their identity, as described by Marsh and Kleitman (2005) and Maslen (2009). 

Success in sport and part-time employment provides a belief that a young person can be 

successful in other areas of life and, as such, encourages the development of higher 

aspirations for the future (Patton & Smith, 2010).  

Howley (2006) found that the aspirations of rural students were similar to those of 

their metropolitan counterparts, but acknowledged that connection to place, through 

community activities, friendship groups, family ties and the love of the local landscape, 

affected the identity of rural young people and this, at times, resulted in them wanting to 

stay in their community and possibly rejecting opportunities for education or employment 

that required them to leave. Howley stated: 

“Evidence indicates that connection to place, for example, provides youth with a 

significant sense of identity, commitment, and social connection” (Howley, 

2006, p. 63). 

Geldens and Bourke (2008) provided a somewhat different view of the relationship 

between place and identity for rural students. They found that:  

“While most did not appear to be concerned about being constrained by, or 

limited to, a prescribed suite of identity formations, some of these young people 

revealed, often very candidly, that they did not enjoy complete freedom in the 

formation of identity due to lack of opportunity and/or being observed locally” 

(Geldens & Bourke, 2008, p. 286). 
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The thoughts of Geldens and Bourke, and Howley are particularly relevant in the 

current research. Geldens and Bourke (2008) referred to the identity of students in rural 

areas being constrained by the lack of opportunities and the responsibility that they have 

to the people in the community, whilst Howley (2006) focused on identity being affected 

by connection to place, a factor relevant to this research. 

Having examined the literature related to SCT and identity, the next section 

considers the concepts of place and rurality and how they influence student aspirations. 

2.4  Place and Rurality 

In this section, the literature related to place, rurality, the effects of globalisation and 

digital technology on rural life, and education in rural areas, will be examined. Firstly, the 

concept of place is explored. 

2.4.1   The Concept of Place 

 For most people, their place is where they were brought up. Place becomes a part of a 

person’s identity and lives are often affected by place (Tuan, 1977). Similarly, Relph (1976) 

noted that many aspects of people’s lives are governed or affected by the things that happen 

in their place. Faulstich (1990) summed up the concept of place, stating that: 

“Places are fundamental expressions of human involvement with the world. 

They provide foundations for human existence, imparting not only context to 

activity, but security and identity as well” (Faulstich, 1990, p. 96). 

Like Tuan (1977) and Relph (1976) before him, Faulstich (1990) focused on place 

and how it matters. Faulstich found that place contributes to a framework for the lives of 

people, often providing a safe community in which to live. Place allows people to develop 

their identity, one which is often, but not always, influenced by the place where they live. 

Rose (1995), in her article related to the connection that people have to places and the 

part that place plays in their lives, explicitly related belonging in a rural place to a sense of 

self and a sense of identity. She found that: 

“One way in which identity is connected to a particular place is by the feeling 

that you belong to that place. It’s a place in which you feel comfortable, or at 
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home, because part of how you define yourself is symbolised by certain qualities 

of that place” (Rose, 1995, p. 89). 

Whilst many rural people feel the connection to place described by Rose (1995), 

others want to leave the community for reasons related to education, employment or 

lifestyle. Mobility from place is considered in the next section. 

2.4.2   Place and Mobility 

John Urry (2007) wrote about the mobility of people and referred to the fact that 

places “draw or repel particular types of residents or visitors” (Urry, 2007, p. 253). Urry 

questioned whether it was the landscape, the people, the community, or some force of 

attraction that connected a person to a place or, for some, encouraged them to leave. Urry’s 

thinking is relevant to this research, focusing on the effect of connection to place on student 

aspirations. 

For many people, place is a permanent element of their lives. For others, it is 

transient, it is where they live for a short time and then move elsewhere. In “Out of Place”, 

Edward Said (1999) discussed the time in his life when he became dislocated from his place. 

It was a time when he felt isolated, culturally remote, excluded and had feelings of 

discomfort. McConaghey (2006) reflected on the thoughts of Said (1999) and Urry (2000, 

2007). She noted that mobility was a part of living in modern times, and that being mobile 

can allow a person to re-establish or develop their identity elsewhere, but that it can also 

create feelings of disconnection with place. 

Many young people are connected to their community, because it is the place that 

they know. They are locals in their place. As Geertz (1993) stated, to have knowledge of how 

to exist within a place as a local, it is essential to understand local customs and beliefs. 

Knowing these local customs often brings acceptance in a community, as found by Radford 

(2017), who described rural communities as being places where identity is created through 

both positive and negative interactions with other people and aspects of the community. This 

was previously described by Urry (2000) as “a local social system in which there is a 

localised, relatively bounded set of interrelationships and social groups in local institutions” 

(Urry, 2000, p. 133).  

In “The Locals”, Garbutt (2011) discussed the fact that being a “local” in a rural 

setting meant creating an identity, through connectedness with people, and that this was a 
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consequential source of strength. Garbutt’s “locals” were those whose primary focus was on 

their local town as the centre of their world. Related to this, Merton (1957) noted that “locals” 

were social beings, keen to be involved in local activities and wanting to know others in the 

community. Hannerz (1996) found that, in any community or city, many people were locals 

but there were also many who had moved into the community from elsewhere, having moved 

for lifestyle, employment or educational reasons. Hannerz also found that, whilst many 

people existed within multiple local, interstate or global places, depending on the needs of the 

person, they would retain their feelings of belonging to their original place, just as they would 

retain a part of their previous identity (Hannerz, 1996, p. 138).  

Place matters to people and to communities. But rural places have changed over time 

and, in many ways, they are not the places that they used to be. How rural places have 

changed is considered in the next section. 

2.4.3   Changes in Rurality and the Effect on Community Life 

Bessant (1978) referred to the Australian rural dweller as traditionally being a 

bushman, shearer or farmer, and called this stereotype “the rural myth”. The rural farmer was 

seen as the “salt of the earth” and the provider of food for the country. Rural people were the 

true Australians, but were also seen as being “different from city people” (Bessant, 1978, pp. 

121-122). Rural places have been, and still are, seen as destinations for tourists, an escape 

from urban commercialism and industrialisation, and an ideal in terms of safety and a quiet 

lifestyle (Halfacree, 1995). But the “rural idyll”, mentioned by Halfacree, is undergoing 

change. That change has resulted in people, who would previously have stayed, leaving their 

rural community. 

Rurality, in Australia and around the world, has been in a state of flux for many years. 

Rural communities have seen a decrease of rural populations, and a consequential decline in 

infrastructure (Geldens, 2007). For example, many rural towns in Australia have seen the 

closure of banks, hospitals, schools, shops, businesses and post-offices as a result of 

population decline (Tonts & Larsen, 2002), a situation that impacts on the wellbeing of rural 

places, as found by Burns & Willis (2011). 

Cuervo (2016) stated that “there is a tension between youth needs and aspirations and 

the sustainability of rural communities” (Cuervo, 2016, p. 150). His research found that rural 

towns were not providing the level of education and employment opportunities needed by 
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young people and, at the same time, were not attractive to new people. As a result, many rural 

towns in Australia have been in decline for many years, resulting in increased social 

disadvantage and diminishing infrastructure as found by Pretty, Bramston, Patrick and 

Pannach (2006). 

Irwin et al. (2009), in considering changes to rural places, observed that urban areas 

were changing as well, growing larger and penetrating into once rural parts of Australia, 

encouraged by affordable land and decreasing transport costs. In this way, some rural towns, 

particularly those in peri-rural areas, were becoming more urbanised. In the United States, 

Brown and Schafft (2011, p. 162-163) found that traditional rural jobs were declining, small 

farms were being replaced by larger operations and rural economies were declining as a result 

of globalisation.  

Whilst rural communities were declining, Petrin et al. (2014) found that rural people 

were generally more connected to their community, through community activities and values, 

than were urban people, where the comparative anonymity of urban life existed. Further, 

Tonts (2005) also saw elements of rural life that continued to provide community strength. 

These elements involved community activities such as sport, clubs and community activities, 

which connected local people to their place, through the social interaction that occurred in 

these activities. Sport, according to Tonts, fostered a connection to place, resulting in a 

commitment to the community. It has been suggested that sport created “a visual impression 

of a tightly bonded community” and that this has connected young people, particularly males, 

to the community (Tonts & Atherley, 2010, p. 389). Croft-Piggin (2015, p. 111) also found 

that sport “provides valued social ‘glue’ in many cultures”, and enhanced connection to 

place.  

Although sport and community activities are important in connecting people to their 

community, many young people are leaving. This suggests that for many young people, there 

are other parts of their lives, such as education and employment, which necessitate them 

leaving their community, an issue that is central to this research. 

Whilst Corbett (2015) found that rural communities were changing, he questioned 

whether the difference between rural and urban lifestyles was decreasing, stating that “the 

relationship between the rural and the urban is becoming increasingly integrated and 

overlapping” (Corbett, 2015, p. 14). Bæck (2004), focusing on Norwegian young people, 

made similar comments, stating that rural communities often had an urban ethos due to the 
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fact that “modern” people, particularly young people, believed that the city culture was the 

dominant one in modern times, and that the city equated to “the good life” (Bæck, 2004, p. 

113). Corbett and Bæck’s point was that the traditional view of the “country town” was 

changing, and whilst young people were still connected to their community, the connection 

was different to what had traditionally been the case. In modern times, the connection was 

more transient than it was in previous generations, and the search for employment and 

educational prospects was providing reasons for young people to relocate to major cities. 

Two major forces that have impacted on rural communities are the effects of 

globalisation, and the proliferation of communication technologies. These areas are 

considered in the next section. 

2.4.4   The Effect of Globalisation and Digital Technologies on   

           Rural Communities 

Globalisation has had an effect on rural Australia, as it has elsewhere in the world. 

The opening of new world markets was seen as a positive (Kelly, 1994; Pritchard & 

McManus, 2000), creating new opportunities for the marketing of Australian agricultural 

commodities. However, low tariffs and an influx of overseas produce reduced the positive 

effects of the policies. Economic rationalism drove policy development that focused on the 

lowering of tariffs which, in turn, has left many rural industries in difficult circumstances 

(Kelly, 1994).  

Restructuring of agricultural industries in Australia led to the decline of small family 

farms, many of which were taken over by big businesses, creating larger land holdings 

(Wheeler, Bjornlund, Zuo & Edwards, 2012). Many families gave up the farming life and 

moved to rural cities or metropolitan areas in search of employment (Anderson, Giesecke and 

Valenzuela, 2008), and the previous relative abundance of jobs started to decline. As Brett 

(2007) described the situation:  

“The decline in the economic importance of agriculture has been accompanied 

by a demographic decline in rural districts” (Brett, 2007, p. 8).  

As stated by Brett (2007), globalisation resulted in a rural decline and a decrease in 

the rural population. Agriculture became re-structured, and contributed a lower percentage to 

Australian exports. As Corbett and Vibert (2010) found, “ways of understanding rural space 
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are no longer adequate as ruralities are transformed, sometimes radically, by globalization, 

and the spread of mobile communication technologies” (Corbett & Vibert, 2010, p. 9). 

Massey (1995) noted that globalisation had affected many places, particularly in terms 

of in-migration, out-migration and changing cultures. Massey questioned whether the 

changes in rural communities affected the connection between people and their place. Added 

to this, drought, climate change and bushfires have led to financial and economic difficulties, 

population decline and the breakdown of community structures in rural Australia (Edwards, 

Gray & Hunter, 2009; Kiem & Austin, 2013). The face of rural Australia has changed and the 

aspirations and the futures of young people have reflected these changes. 

Another factor, noted by Corbett and Vibert (2010), that has affected rural 

communities, has been the ease of access to technology, computers and the internet. The view 

of urban life, seen on television and via the internet, has affected the way in which young 

people see their rural community and its place in the world. Young people have used social 

media and the internet to enhance their understanding of urban-rural differences. Many have 

developed a more global view of the world, which often resulted in young people aspiring to 

careers that were previously unknown to them, as found by Farrugia, Smyth and Harrison 

(2014).  

The use of electronic media has allowed rural students to consider aspirations which 

are local, interstate or international. The internet has provided knowledge, global 

understanding and, in turn, encouraged a motivation for young people to escape rurality 

(Appadurai, 1996, p. 10). As suggested by Sellar (2013), electronic media became a tool 

which allowed young people to explore their identity and to imagine possible new futures for 

themselves. For many rural young people, the internet provided a view of the world outside 

their community, and this often translated into aspirations which embraced mobility beyond 

their local area and, at times, to interstate or international destinations (Skrbis, Woodward & 

Bean, 2014). 

Leyshon (2008, 2011) also found that the use of electronic media in rural places 

exacerbated the downturn of rural life. This, Leyshon found, made the connections of young 

people to their rural place tenuous, resulting in young people often expressing that the 

lifestyles of their parents lacked interest for them and that rural communities were not 

providing the modern opportunities experienced by metropolitan students. This was a further 

impetus for rural young people to leave their home town for larger centres or metropolitan 
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areas. Digital technologies have allowed rural young people, particularly those who were 

bored with rural life, to change their aspirations for the future and to dream of living their 

lives away from their rural community.  

As rural areas change, the role of schools becomes more important. Education in rural 

areas is considered in the next section. 

2.4.5   Education in Rural Areas 
 

In a study of education in Zimbabwe, a school principal, when discussing education, 

stated that “where the child lives greatly affects the type and quality of education she or he 

will receive” (Ncube, 2013, p. 3). In Norway, Bæck (2016) makes a clear link between rural 

location and educational outcomes whilst, at the same time, stressing that the term “rural” 

was not a homogeneous term, and that there was a great deal of variation between the 

educational opportunities provided in different rural locations. In the United States, 

Showalter, Hartman, Johnson and Klein (2019) found that: 

“the challenges facing many children and families in rural America still aren’t 

getting the attention they deserve. While some rural schools and places thrive, 

others continue to face nothing less than an emergency in the education and 

well-being of children” (Showalter et al., 2019, p. 1). 

In Victoria, Australia, this is also true of the school education received by students in 

rural areas. In Victoria, not all rural schools are the same, and the quality of education varies 

greatly, depending on the school. Looker and Dwyer (1998), who researched students in 

urban and rural Victoria, found, along similar lines to Ncube (2013), Bæck (2016) and 

Showalter et al. (2019), that “rurality is not a constant – it means different things in different 

social and historical contexts” (Looker & Dwyer, 1998, p. 10).  

Whilst several researchers (for example, Lamb et al., 2014; McConaghy, Maxwell & 

Foskey, 2008) researched data that provided evidence that rural students achieved lower 

outcomes and had less opportunities than metropolitan students, Jones (2002) suggested that 

place was not a significant factor in the quality of education, or the aspirations of young 

people to continue education after secondary school. Jones indicated that the family situation 

and socio-economic disadvantage were more significant than place, stating that: 

“Analyses of entry to university and participation in other forms of post- 

secondary education show no evidence, after taking account of differences in the 



Page - 30 
 

other background characteristics of students, that home location has a significant 

effect on levels of participation” (Jones, 2002, p. 27). 

Jones did not take into account the fact that rurality affects the socio-economic 

disadvantage felt by many families through demographic decline, a lack of employment 

opportunities, and through the effects of globalisation, as found by Cuervo (2016, p. 36). 

In their research into Australian rural schools, Alloway et al. (2004) outlined a range 

of issues which affected rural students, many of which related to schools, and which depicted 

the inequities that existed between rural and metropolitan students. These issues included 

behavioural issues in classes, lack of student motivation and resultant academic failure, 

difficulties related to teacher recruitment and retention, narrow curriculum offerings, lack of 

employment opportunities and the travel needed to access a university education. 

James et al. (1999) found that rurality often created a “cumulative effect of a social 

and economic environment that makes higher education seem less attractive, less relevant and 

less attainable” (James et al., 1999, p. 108), a statement that reinforced the notion that 

educational opportunities are not equally shared by metropolitan and rural students. Further, 

the ‘State of Victoria’s Children Report 2016’ (Department of Education and Training, 

2017b) stated that place is important to the development, progress and aspirations of young 

people, and that the aspirations of students living in rural and regional areas in Victoria were 

adversely affected by distance, travel and the inability to find sustainable work in the local 

community, areas that had been broached by Alloway et al. (2004), more than ten years 

earlier. 

Cuervo (2016) found that place was important in the social justice afforded to rural 

students, and that “in regards to social justice issues, rural schooling is still situated in the 

periphery of the government educational agenda” (Cuervo, 2016, p. 119). With the majority 

of Australians living in capital cities, that is where the influence lies. Education in rural areas 

attracts less attention by government. 

Place continues to have an effect on schools and student aspirations. Inequities 

continue to exist and rural students continue to be served by an education system that is not 

equitable and which includes rural students amongst the disadvantaged in Victoria, as 

evidenced by the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Australian Governments 

Education Council, 2019, p. 17). The key question, asked by Sher and Sher (1994) and 
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Roberts and Cuervo (2015), relates to whether rural people matter in Australia and whether, 

through education, we can learn to value rural people, communities, landscape and culture.  

One key element of schools and education is the curriculum offered to the students. 

The literature related to curriculum in rural schools is examined in the next section. 

2.4.6   Curriculum in Rural Schools 

In “Why Rural Schools Matter”, Tieken (2014) found that rural populations were 

connected to place and, in order to engage students, rural schools needed to reflect the local 

area and to provide for the needs of local students. Tieken questioned whom rural schools 

served, commenting that governments often believed that schools served the state and the 

country, whereas, in fact, schools should serve their local community and, more importantly, 

the students. In Tieken’s research, many rural schools provided a curriculum that did not 

reflect the needs of the students. 

John Dewey, the education theorist, identified the importance of adapting the 

curriculum to meet the needs of students. He stated that: 

“From the standpoint of the child, the great waste in the school comes from his 

inability to utilize the experiences he gets outside the school in any complete and 

free way within the school itself; while on the other hand, he is unable to apply 

in daily life what he is learning in school. That is the isolation of the school. Its 

isolation from life” (Dewey in Dworkin, 1959, p.76).  

Dewey’s point, made long ago, still resonates with what happens in many schools 

today. In Australia, as found by Bessant (1978), the aims of rural schools were often 

determined by the aims of a centralised system, and did not take into account the rural 

lifestyle and the needs of rural students, thus echoing the thoughts of Dewey. The report of 

the Australian Schools Commission (1973) had earlier stressed this point, stating that 

education in rural communities was affected by the fact that: 

“The curriculum offered in the schools is seen as having less relevance to 

country children” (Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p.19). 

 Whilst Beach, Johansson, Öhrn, Rönnlund and Per-Åke (2019) found that, in 

Sweden, there were rural schools where the curriculum was focused on local landscapes, 

environment, history and people, there were also rural schools that provided only an urban 



Page - 32 
 

view of the world. Beach et al. (2019) found this dichotomy to be particularly problematical 

in rural areas, stating that: 

“the dominance in education policy of (global) metrocentric values and middle-

class educational codes and ideologies is a problem for sparsely populated areas 

and the pupils there” (Beach et al., 2019, p. 30). 

Shamah and MacTavish (2009) found that, in the United States, the curriculum did 

not engage rural students as it failed to engage with the local context, and that any place-

based learning had been replaced with centrally prescribed academic skills, thus depriving 

students of a connection between their learning and their daily lives. Further, Bauch (2001) 

found that, in the United States, many rural schools tried to imitate urban schools and that this 

was problematic, because the best education for rural young people was developed through 

joining the school with its community and creating a setting that was relevant to rural 

students in that community. Bartholomaeus (2013), commenting on the Australian situation, 

agreed, stating that linking learning to the place where the student lived, added reality and 

relevance to their educational experiences.  

Despite acknowledgement of the importance of connecting student learning to their 

locality and their cultural background, Gruenewald (2003) found that, in Australia, learning 

experiences in many schools were based on centrally prescribed curriculum documents, 

standardized testing requirements, alongside teaching resources that failed to take into 

account place-based approaches to student learning. Brown and Schafft (2011, p. 67), along 

similar lines, stated that the strong community linkages in rural schools were being lost, 

suggesting that, in the United States, rural schools had become disconnected from their 

community. Corbett (2014) agreed that rural people suffered from reduced local curriculum 

content, commenting that “many teachers feel like they are dancing a dance choreographed in 

an office in the city” (Corbett, 2014, p. 8).  

Schafft (2016), commenting on the importance of school-community links, however, 

found that rural schools often connect with their community, but that prescribed testing 

strategies often meant that community connection was neglected. Schafft stated: 

“Educators and educational leaders may be hesitant to take on local development 

roles to ensure the broader economic, environmental, and social well-being of 

their rural communities, if they believe that these efforts may interfere with or 

detract from student preparation and testing outcomes” (Schafft, 2016, p. 140). 
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Henry (1989) found that the Education Departments in Australia did not take into 

account metropolitan and rural differences, and Guenther (2013) stated that an Australia-wide 

curriculum, as it is taught in schools, did not suit rural students, suggesting that urbanising 

rural schools was detrimental to student success. Guenther stated that it was essential that a 

rural curriculum, based on the rich local culture, history and environment, needed to be 

developed and implemented, taking advantage of what Sher and Sher called “a hands-on real 

world laboratory” (Sher & Sher, 1994, p. 24). However, McKenzie, Harrold and Sturman 

(1996) suggested that governments have little sympathy with the argument of a rural focus for 

education, stating that such a curriculum would be narrow and not be acceptable to parents.  

Importantly, Halsey (2018) noted that Australian schools have permission to 

differentiate the curriculum to suit their student cohort, and that the Australian Curriculum 

recognised that a locally based curriculum would be beneficial to students. Halsey stated that: 

“Increasing opportunities for students to learn about the historical, 

economic, social, political and environmental importance of rural, regional 

and remote contexts and communities in Australia is an important body of 

work to be undertaken” (Halsey, 2018, p. 6). 

 Drummond (2012), six years earlier, stated that whilst schools and teachers wanted a 

locally based curriculum, they did not have the time allocated to develop such a curriculum 

and, in many cases, teachers came from metropolitan areas and did not understand the local 

context well enough. Roberts (2017) implored “curriculum writers and those implementing 

the curriculum in their schools to consider the relationship between what is valued in official 

documents and the interests of the communities they serve” (Roberts, 2017, p. 57). This 

consideration would allow students to identify with the school’s curriculum and, 

consequently, would increase the motivation of students to want to continue with education.  

Problematically, in many Victorian schools, as found by Dinham (2013), the 

curriculum is narrow and teaching is aimed at students obtaining the best possible test scores 

and the highest Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank (ATAR), which would allow access to 

university studies. This mitigates against local content in curriculum, despite the fact that, as 

found by Chesters (2015), less than 50% of Australian students access an ATAR score. 

Tieken (2014) was insightful: rurality matters, and aligning the curriculum with the 

local rural context would enhance student motivation and, in turn, the aspirations of rural 

students. 
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2.5   Student Aspirations 

Having surveyed literature about student aspirations more generally in section 2.1, 

attention is now turned to the aspirations of rural students and what influences those 

aspirations. 

2.5.1   Student Aspirations in Victoria and Australia 

In the ‘Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education – Discussion 

Paper’ (Halsey, 2017), it was stated, in relation to student aspirations for education after 

secondary school, that: 

“While there has been growth in the number of people from regional and remote 

areas undertaking an undergraduate degree over the last decade, they remain 

underrepresented in higher education” (Halsey, 2017). 

Rural students in Victoria fall well behind their metropolitan peers when it comes to 

university enrolment with almost 20% less rural students enrolling in university after 

secondary school than metropolitan students (Lamb et al., 2014). Kirby, in the ‘Ministerial 

Review of Post Compulsory Education and Training Pathways in Victoria’ (Department of 

Education, Employment and Training, 2000), noted that, for its future prosperity, Victoria 

needed increased numbers of students to access further education beyond secondary school. 

The ‘Review of Australian Higher Education’ (Bradley et al., 2008), concurred with this 

policy finding, stating that students from rural and regional areas formed one of the under-

represented student groups in terms of accessing education beyond secondary school. 

The Victorian Auditor General’s Report (Victorian Auditor General, 2012) stated that 

metropolitan students in Victoria were more than 25% more likely to continue to university 

or TAFE than their rural counterparts, whilst 18% more rural students than metropolitan 

students, after they left school, were not involved in any education or training at all. As stated 

by Bandaranayake (2016, p. 601), “inequality and polarisation are already deeply rooted and 

enduring in Victoria”. This inequity is based on societal structures, one of which is where the 

student lives, namely, in the city or the country.  

 Edgar (1979) referred to the lack of equity in the education provided to rural students, 

but also found that “the restricted social and cultural horizons of rural children condemn them 

to self-concepts narrowly defined in terms of limited competence and capacity to cope with a 
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complex modern environment” (Edgar, 1979, p. 89). Edgar’s comment does not reflect 

rurality today and does not take into account the failure of government to develop policies 

and practices that provide access, for rural students, to the positive futures to which they 

aspire.  

Dalley-Trim and Alloway (2010) found that rural students often have high 

educational aspirations, but also have the need to mix their educational, work and social lives, 

whilst Alloway et al. (2004) found that rural students’ aspirations for higher education were 

often not supported by their parents and teachers. Chesters (2015), who researched rural and 

metropolitan students in the Australian Capital Territory, found that students whose parents 

had not attended university were more likely to attend a vocational tertiary program than 

students whose parents had attended university. Fleming and Grace (2017, p. 361) agreed that 

family factors affected rural students, but further found that issues, related to lack of finances 

and the need to travel, made university and higher education for rural students less accessible. 

Fleming and Grace’s key point was that rural students were aspirational and wanted to access 

further education after secondary school, but the range of barriers was significant, and that 

these barriers related to the quality of schools, the influence of family and friends, and the 

prohibitive costs involved in having to move away from home. These barriers affected the 

aspirations of rural young people in pursuing further and higher education. 

Research from Charles Sturt University (2009), an Australian regional university that 

has rural campuses, identified the difficulties faced by rural students, related to finding 

appropriate accommodation in a capital city, and noted that whilst completion of higher 

education programs was important, issues related to distance, travel, accommodation and 

finances often prevented rural students from participating.  

Australia is not alone in the inequality of aspirations of young people. Similar 

inequalities occur in many other countries as well, as outlined in the next section. 

2.5.2   Student Aspirations around the Globe 

Barriers to the aspirations of rural students, similar to those found in Australia, are 

found in many countries. A selection of the literature related to aspirations of students in 

different countries is presented here. 

The effect of the socio-economic status of families has been found to influence 

aspirations to varying degrees, often depending on the quality of education received by the 
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students. Scanlon, Jenkinson, Leahy, Powell and Byrne (2019) found that, in Ireland, students 

from low socio-economic rural families were less likely to continue with further education 

due to the costs involved, their lack of confidence in their own ability, the possibility of 

losing their friends and a lack of understanding of tertiary education systems. Archer and 

Hutchings (2000), in the United Kingdom, found that students from low socio-economic 

families would rather look for a job and become financially independent, rather than consider 

university studies. 

Several researchers also considered other family factors. In Canada, Krahn and Taylor 

(2005) found that migrant families had higher aspirations for both their male and female 

children, wanting their children to go to university and enter a professional career, and that 

this often out-weighed the effects of socio-economic disadvantage. Discussing single-parent 

or two-parent families, Garg, Melanson and Levin (2007) found that, in Canada, higher 

aspirations generally came from students from two-parent families rather than single-parent 

families, a difference attributed to relative lack of parental involvement in the school where 

there was only one parent in the family, and the likelihood of single parent families having a 

lower socio-economic status than two-parent families. In the Netherlands, De Boer and Van 

der Werf (2015) found that students were more likely to continue education beyond school if 

their parents had done so, based on the positive modelling that came from their parents. 

A factor, related to families, found by Gándara, Gutierrez and O’Hara (2002), was 

that rural parents were often more traditional in their aspirations for their children and were 

likely to encourage students to discontinue their aspirations, as a result of parental 

expectations that they would take over the running of the family farm, business or trade. 

Gándara et al.’s point was that, whilst rural students’ aspirations might be high, they were 

commonly moderated by the expectations of their parents. 

Many barriers to aspirations are derived from the experiences of a student at school. 

In the United Kingdom, schools in rural areas have been found to have stifled aspirations of 

students through the provision of below standard teaching (Lupton & Kintrea, 2011), a 

finding also found by Kreuz (2005), who further found that many teachers in the rural schools 

in the United States of America, were inexperienced and teaching out of their subject areas, 

attributable to the inability of rural schools to attract experienced and qualified teachers, as 

found by Irvin, Byun, Meece, Farmer and Hutchins (2012). In the rural, northern areas of 

Norway, high drop-out rates, poor quality of teaching and the number of unmotivated, 
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underperforming students in classes, created an educational crisis, where most rural students 

did not aspire to higher education (Ottosen, Goll and Sørlie, 2017). 

Even when rural students in the United States had aspirations to enrol in tertiary 

education, many questioned the cost effectiveness of having to pay for accommodation and 

higher education fees, when compared with the future gain, and this created a significant 

barrier (Calzaferri, 2011). Distance was also an issue in the United States, as it is in Australia. 

Rural students were more likely to attend a 2-year higher education course close to home, 

than a 4-year course which was further away (Koricich, Chen and Hughes, 2018), partly as a 

result of the difficulty of balancing studies and living away from home, and partly as a result 

of the strength of the ties to the local community and family (Hlinka, Mobelini and Giltner, 

2015).  

In a recent study, Sharp, Seaman, Tucker, Van Gundy and Rebellon (2020) found 

that, in the United States, low college aspirations were prevalent in rural students, particularly 

males, citing issues related to “parental expectations, school performance and belonging, and 

community attachment” (Sharp et al., 2020, p. 545). 

The barriers found throughout this section of the literature review informed the 

directions of this current research. Another key area, related to student aspirations, is careers 

and pathways counselling, which is covered in the next section. 

2.6   Careers and Pathways Counselling in Rural Schools 

Fuqua (2019), in her research regarding careers teachers in rural Victoria, found that 

careers education in rural schools was essential in the development of student aspirations, 

stating that there is: 

“a demonstrated need for careers education that is better suited to reality of rural 

economies, as schools … have the potential to influence student aspirations” 

(Fuqua, 2019, p. 18). 

Fuqua’s point was that if students are to aspire to positive careers that will provide 

them with a high level of motivation and satisfaction, whether those careers include education 

beyond year 12 or not, the advice of an effective careers counsellor provides opportunities for 

students to make better, more informed, choices. As Lapan, Tucker, Kim and Kosciulek 

(2003) found, in rural areas, sound careers advice is essential, because rural students often 
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faced greater barriers, often related to the decision of whether to leave their community, 

where the range of education and employment opportunities was often narrow. Further, 

Tieken (2016, p. 205) found that the loss of traditional jobs in rural areas, through 

globalisation and rural downturn, also required flexibility of thought and, for many students, 

a focus on further education, thus enhancing the need for quality careers counselling.  

Many students rely on their parents for much of their careers advice and, in particular, 

they appreciate the support and encouragement of parents as a part of the career aspiration 

process (Paa & McWhirter, 2000; Gibbons, Borders, Wiles, Stephan & Davis, 2006). Rowan-

Kenyon, Bell and Perna (2008) stated that where parents became the careers counsellors of 

the student, rather than the teachers, the onus was on schools to empower and upskill the 

parents to provide useful and accurate careers advice to their children.  

As Halpern (2012) found, students were often attracted to careers that they thought 

they would enjoy, or jobs that their parents did, and often lacked the capacity to research and 

imagine new career directions. Without quality careers counselling, many rural students, (and 

metropolitan students as well), have been restricted to careers that they know about and those 

that arise from conversations with friends and family. 

Related to the inability to imagine possible futures, Irvin et al. (2012) found that, in 

many rural communities, the jobs in which many adults were employed, did not require post-

secondary education. At the same time, careers education failed to encourage students to 

explore new and innovative careers, beyond what they knew in their community or family. 

The lack of full-time qualified careers counsellors compounded this situation. But solutions 

were possible, and Irvin et al. (2012) suggested that schools work together to provide careers 

support programs for students, incorporating the expertise of college students through 

mentoring programs.  

St Clair, Kintrea and Houston (2013) found that aspirations were important, but 

teaching students how they can imagine the future, and how they can reach their aspirations, 

was more important. They stated that: 

“The implication for teachers is that they have a role in ensuring that young 

people know not only the ‘what’ of their aspirations but also the ‘how’” (St 

Clair et al., 2013, p. 735). 
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Whilst families and schools are important elements in the determination of student 

aspirations, rurality and the connection of rural students to their local community, also affect 

aspirations. This is covered in the next section. 

2.7   Student Aspirations and Connection to Place 

Corbett (2005, 2007), in a study of young people living in a coastal community in 

Nova Scotia, found that there were two types of young people, namely, those who wanted to 

leave and those who wanted to stay. Corbett observed that the rural community did not 

provide enough opportunities for many young people, and that those who aspired to higher 

education often decided to leave, despite the associated costs. At the same time, there were 

many young people, usually those with less education, who decided to stay and work in the 

community, assuming that they could find a job.  

In Nova Scotia and in many other parts of the world, students and young people face 

making the decision about staying in their community or leaving. Haukanes (2013) found 

that, in the Czech Republic, since the opening of European borders, young people felt they 

were better off leaving rural areas and travelling throughout Europe in search of their future 

educational and employment opportunities. Similarly, Bæck (2004) found that, in Norway, 

young people would leave their community to find satisfying employment, particularly from 

an area without good job possibilities, but that where employment possibilities were 

available, young people were more likely to stay. Jamieson (2000) focused on the Borders 

area of the United Kingdom, an area where, to find a “good job” usually meant leaving the 

area. Jamieson (2000) found that young people, who stayed in the area for employment, often 

failed to reach their aspirations, whilst those who left, for education or employment reasons, 

often felt superior to those who stayed. 

Bjarnason and Thorlindsson (2006) found that, in Iceland and in many rural areas of 

the world, girls were more likely to want to leave their community for education and 

employment, and that boys were more likely to be able to find work in local industries, but 

such roles were not attractive to girls. Similarly, recreational activities tended to favour boys 

rather than girls, and this also contributed to girls having less connection to rural 

communities than boys and, as a result, deciding to leave (Dahlström, 1996).  

A recent study, by Agger, Meece and Byun (2018), in the United States, focused on 

the connection of students to their community and the effect that this had on aspirations. They 
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found that there were differences between males and females, inasmuch as females tended to 

aspire to continuing education whilst males were less likely to do so if there were suitable 

jobs for them in the local area. The problem here is that whilst, as mentioned by Agger et al. 

(2018), some careers and jobs do not require further education, the number of such roles is 

diminishing, as industry and business expect higher levels of education and different skills 

and attributes, as found by Helyer (2011) in her study of educational requirements for jobs in 

the United Kingdom. 

In the United States, Von Reichert, Cromartie and Arthun (2014) found that in some 

states, young people were leaving rural communities, particularly if the community was not 

well resourced, whilst in other states, especially the higher socio-economic states, more 

people moved into the rural areas than moved out of them. This was based on: 

“the complex interplay of economic circumstances, family incentives, and social 

and place settings that are a hallmark of life course perspectives” (Von Reichart 

et al., 2014, p. 59). 

In some areas, students who left their rural community expected to return, or made the 

later decision to return. In Ireland, Ní Laoire (2007) found that migration between rural and 

urban centres was changing, and that in recent times, those who left rural areas were 

returning for family reasons and factors related to the enjoyment of rural life. Wright (2012), 

in her study of students in Kentucky, found that amongst those who wanted to leave, there 

were many who were committed to their community and who, on graduating with a degree, 

returned to their community, with the anticipation to strengthen ties and to hopefully be 

agents of change in the community. 

In Australia, research has recognised that out-migration from rural communities is 

important for some young people but there are issues as well. Drummond, Halsey and Van 

Breda (2011) recognised that many rural young people were connected to their community, 

and suggested the need for a greater presence of universities in rural Australia, thus reducing 

the necessity for young people to access further education without needing to leave their 

community. Cuervo (2014) recognised this as well, stating that rural young people often felt 

culturally and socially isolated when they had to move away from their community, into a 

metropolitan environment which was alien to them, and where they felt, to use Said’s words, 

“out of place” (Said, 1999). Drummond et al. (2011) also discussed the fact that many rural 

students would not aspire to go to university, unless it was situated within or close to their 
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home town, and that this was in response to the costs of accommodation and the isolation of 

being away from their family and friends. Cuervo (2016) maintained that the high cost of 

moving away from home to study, or not taking up a university offer because of the costs 

involved, was a social justice issue, which reinforced the inequities faced by rural students in 

Australia and elsewhere.  

For rural Australian students, leaving their home was often the only option available to 

them. Eacott and Sonn (2006), who studied a small group of rural Victorian students who 

had attended university in Melbourne, found that a lack of local employment and higher 

educational opportunities had forced the students to leave their home town, even if they 

were connected to their community. Added to this, some of the students in Eacott and 

Sonn’s research wanted to escape the rural isolation of their community, in search of 

something different, but many held a desire to return to their community at some time in the 

future. Geldens (2007) also believed that young people might eventually return to their 

community, most likely after they completed a university education although, for those who 

left for employment reasons, the feeling of failure if they returned often meant that they did 

not return. Without the availability of appropriate employment opportunities, many of those 

who left would never return, as noted by Cuervo (2016). 

Fleming and Grace (2014) found that girls were more likely to continue with 

education beyond secondary school than boys, but noted that there were other reasons, rather 

than simply having aspirations to do so. They found that further education was a means of 

escape from their rural community where there were few work opportunities for them. They 

commented that: 

“… girls’ higher educational aspirations in rural areas is not a result of greater 

valuing of education. Rather, they claim that fewer work opportunities for 

females, along with the masculine (or ‘macho’) nature of rural Australia, leads to 

rural girls’ aspirations to escape this environment” (Fleming & Grace, 2014, p. 

485). 

 Pedersen and Gram (2018) found that the more capable students from rural areas had 

positive feelings about their community, but also had a strong need to continue their 

education, which generally meant moving away. They also found that some young people 

considered themselves to have “failed” if they did not leave their rural community. Cuervo 

and Wyn (2017), in their study of rural young people who left rural Victorian schools in 
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1991, found that some young people felt “stuck” in their rural community and felt the need to 

stay, even if they felt that they did not belong. The research of Pedersen and Gram (2018) and 

Cuervo and Wyn (2017) reinforced the complexity of the situation facing rural students. 

Whilst many students from rural areas needed to leave their community for reasons 

related to education or employment, student outcomes at school also affected the aspirations 

of students. Student outcomes are considered in the next section. 

2.8   Rural Student Outcomes 

In 2014, the Victorian Auditor General stated that Victorian rural student outcomes 

were below those of their metropolitan counterparts. He stated: 

“Students in rural areas have, for a long time, not performed as well as their 

metropolitan peers. They face barriers to accessing education … and there is no 

sign that the gap in performance is likely to narrow. Indeed, in some areas of 

performance, the gap is getting wider” (Victorian Auditor General, 2014). 

Australian data from Lamb, Jackson, Walstab and Huo (2015) reinforced this message and 

aligned lower outcomes with lower aspirations for rural students, stating:  

“Young people missing out and not acquiring essential skills decreases the 

quality of their experiences and integration in society, leading to outcomes such 

as a lack of interest in lifelong learning, low aspirations, poor transition to work” 

(Lamb et al., 2015, p.2). 

Comparing rural and metropolitan student outcomes, Fyfield (1970) found that rural 

students in Victoria had lower outcomes than their metropolitan counterparts, and that their 

parents often had negative attitudes to education, based on their own negative educational 

experiences, and that these outcomes and attitudes affected the aspirations of rural students. 

The Australian Schools Commission (1973) report, ‘Schools in Australia’, acknowledged the 

disadvantage experienced by rural students in terms of outcomes and, in turn, aspirations, and 

stated that rural students should have the same opportunities as metropolitan students. 

Further, Edgar (1979) stated that: 

“Country kids are less literate, they do less well academically, they win fewer 

scholarships, leave school earlier, go to college or university less often … (and) 
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have virtually no access to technical and trade education and face reduced work 

opportunities” (Edgar, 1979, p. 89). 

Since 1979, much has changed in rural Victorian schools, but academic results 

continue to show deficiencies, as shown by Lamb et al. (2015), and as international testing 

has shown. Exemplifying this, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

results show that rural student outcomes in Australia consistently fall behind those of 

metropolitan students in Reading and Mathematics, and the gap has continued to increase, as 

shown in Table 2.1 (Thomson, De Bortoli, Underwood & Schmid, 2019). 

PISA Results in Australia – 2000, 2006, 2012 and 2018 

PISA Area Reading  Mathematics 

Year 2000 2006 2012 2018  2000 2006 2012 2018 

Metropolitan Schools 534 519 520 508  528 520 502 497 

Provincial Schools 518 499 490 487  515 499 473 476 

Remote Schools 472 472 452 449  493 465 460 440 

Table 2.1 – PISA Results for Australian Schools 2000 - 2018     Grey shading = At or Below OECD Average 

Note: PISA OECD Averages 2018: Reading – 487, Mathematics – 489 

Data obtained from Thomson et al. (2019) 

As shown in Table 2.1, the Australian rural (provincial and remote) PISA results for 

Reading and Mathematics have declined consistently and, in 2018, were below the OECD 

average. Rural students in Australia are disadvantaged in their outcomes, in comparison with 

their metropolitan counterparts. This affects their aspirations for the future. 

Many reasons have been expressed as to why rural student outcomes are falling 

behind those of metropolitan students. Marks (2007, 2017) researched rural student drop-out 

rates from school, and found that they were attributable to issues such as parental 

expectations, parent education levels, academic performance and, to a lesser degree, socio-

economic status. Pegg and Pannizon (2007) focused on differences in literacy levels between 

rural and metropolitan students, and found that rural students were significantly behind, as a 

result of the inability of rural schools to attract quality teachers. 

When rural outcomes in other countries are considered, there are similarities with the 

Australian situation. Several researchers, for example, Amini and Nivorozhkin (2015) in 

Russia and Best and Cohen (2014) in the United States, reported that rural outcomes were 

declining, and the key issues were related to the quality of teaching, lack of family support, 

low expectations of rural students by their teachers and parents, and lack of support services. 
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The result was lower educational or career aspirations, based on the belief of the students 

that, as a result of their lower school academic outcomes, they were not capable of 

completing a university course or gaining a highly skilled job (Amini & Nivorozhkin, 2015). 

This creates a circular situation. Students with low achievement, have low aspirations as a 

result of this, but students who have high aspirations often perform better academically as a 

consequence. The common factor is that academic outcomes have an effect on student 

aspirations.  

As Bandura (1997, 2009) found, there is a link between academic self-efficacy, 

aspirations and academic performance. The link relates to a student’s belief as to whether 

they can be successful. Academic self-efficacy leads to an outcome expectation that the 

student can be successful in areas including the realisation of their aspirations. If a student 

does not believe that they can be successful in academic studies, then: 

“Such beliefs affect children’s aspirations, academic motivation, level of interest 

in intellectual pursuits … and academic accomplishments” (Bandura, 2009, p. 

xi). 

Henry (1989) stated that, in Australia, governments had ignored the rural perspective, 

and that rurality was not taken seriously, resulting in rural student disadvantage. The Human 

Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2000) stressed that action was needed and that 

the international world, including Australia, had an obligation to ensure equality of 

opportunity for young people, whether they were from rural or metropolitan areas. As Chris 

Sidoti, the Human Rights Commissioner stated, in ‘Remote and Rural Education’ (Stokes, 

Stafford & Holdsworth, 2000, p. 4): 

“Children who live outside the major population centres in Australia should not 

have to settle for a second rate education.” 

There is no doubt that improvement is needed and a new perspective is required. This 

research considers the voices of the students themselves, in looking for barriers and enablers 

to student aspirations and outcome expectations. The literature related to student voice is 

considered in the next section. 
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2.9   Student Voice 

The voice of the students was integral to this research. Fielding (2004) stressed the 

need for student voice, recognising that students and teachers needed to work and learn 

together. Giroux (1989) had previously found that students had been kept silent when it came 

to discussions about their own education for too long. Giroux (1989) also focused on the need 

to allow students to be involved in decision-making when it affects their school and their 

learning, and not be the least listened-to members of a school community.  

Oldfather (1995) stated that, if the voices and ideas of students were taken seriously 

and ownership of a student’s education was shared, the result would be positive for student 

learning. Oldfather also found that teachers believed that student voice was challenging, 

however, there was a need to move away from times when, as noted by Goodlad (1984), 

teachers controlled everything that happened in the classroom. Oldfather challenged teachers 

to become involved in the change needed to shift power from the teacher to the student.  

Researchers have acknowledged the positive aspects related to students having a more 

influential voice in schools. For example, Graham (2012) found that listening to students 

would provide many different, sometimes less sophisticated views, and that teachers needed 

to consider the diversity of opinions from all students before developing teaching strategies. 

Cook-Sather (2006) agreed, but stated that whilst students may not provide a consistent view, 

and that at times, researchers and teachers would hear views that they did not really want to 

hear, it was critical to take notice of what students said. Cook-Sather (2002) further stated 

that students had a right to influence their education, and should have a role in planning in 

schools, stating: 

“Authorising student perspectives introduces into critical conversations the 

missing perspectives of those who experience daily the effects of existing 

policies-in-practice” (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 3). 

There have been a number of key works which focused on the perceptions of students. 

For example, Archer (2013), in the Aspire project in the United Kingdom, used student voice 

to elicit student ideas about what affected their levels of success in Science classes. She found 

that there were differences in the Science aspirations of girls and boys and that students had 

high aspirations, which were diluted when it came to Science, as their aspirations were 

affected by the thoughts of their parents. 
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In Australia, Alloway and Dalley-Trim (2009) conducted focus groups of students in 

rural locations, to determine the barriers to their aspirations. They found the obstacles to 

aspirations, which included limited educational opportunities in rural schools and the loss of 

connection to family and friends that students who leave often experience, to be many and 

varied, and required complex and well thought-out solutions. Bowden and Doughney (2010) 

used survey results of students from years 9 to 12 from the western suburbs of Victoria’s 

capital city, Melbourne, and found that parental and teacher views, the possible loss of 

friends, ethnicity, gender and the type of school attended, affected whether a student wanted 

to attend university or not. 

In 2013, research in Central Queensland, by Gale et al. (2013), used surveys to show 

that two-thirds of students had aspirations to attend university, although many of those 

aspirations were not realised. They also found that there was a need to give opportunities for 

students to explore career possibilities. In 2016, Watson et al. based a study in rural and 

regional Tasmania on the responses to a survey of 3000 primary and secondary school 

students, with a view to determining student perceptions about schooling and school 

completion. Their research found several obstacles to aspirations, including teacher support, 

low expectation of student aspirations, academic ability and the effect of peers. 

Also, in 2016, Cuervo studied two schools in north-western Victoria, conducting 

focus groups and interviews involving students, teachers and parents. Cuervo’s study focused 

on social justice and the importance of giving a voice to students in relation to their 

education. The research considered the importance of place, alignment of curriculum with 

aspirations, out-migration and the competing needs of young people and the community, all 

of which are relevant to this research.  

More recently, Cuervo, Chesters and Aberdeen (2019) focused on the aspirations of 

students in Shepparton, a low socio-economic town in rural Victoria, and explored the 

relationship between student aspirations and social capital. Their research incorporated 

student voice through a survey administered to more than 400 students. They considered the 

effects of socio-economic status, parent employment and parent education on the aspirations 

of rural young people. Also, in New South Wales, Carrillo-Higueras and Walton (2020) 

conducted more than 600 surveys of rural secondary students and found that many rural 

students did not aspire to continue education at university as a result of their negative 

attitudes towards university, their lack of social capital, their lack of life-time goals that 
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included university and their lack of knowledge about university and the jobs that required a 

university degree.  

In these studies, the researchers conducted surveys or interviews to obtain the 

perceptions of students. The similarities with the methodology of this research are evident, 

although this research provides quantitative data as well as qualitative data, related to student 

perceptions, within the one study. The strength of this research, in comparison with each of 

those mentioned above, is the use of both surveys and focus groups to elevate student voice, 

and the consideration of the wide range of factors which have an effect on the aspirations of 

the students. 

2.10   Summary 

The literature related to the effect of rurality on student aspirations is extensive, and 

shows evidence that the aspirations of rural students, in many countries of the world, differ 

from those of metropolitan students (Lamb, et al., 2014; Best and Cohen, 2014; Amini & 

Nivorozhkin, 2015; Tieken, 2016). Much research relating to the aspirations of rural students 

has been carried out, with key findings including the effect of family background, the quality 

of schooling, student self-efficacy and identity, and the strength of the connection that a 

student has to their local community. However, much of the research focuses on the 

assumption that most students aspire to complete a university course. 

In Victoria, an analysis of data, relating to the differences in achievement and 

aspirations amongst rural and metropolitan students, has shown that the gap between rural 

students and their metropolitan counterparts is increasing (Lamb et al., 2014). 

The current research will enhance the literature related to rurality and rural students. 

Most similar studies address student surveys or focus groups, but not both and, as a result, do 

not elicit the depth of quantitative and qualitative data obtained in this research. The focus of 

this research on Victoria, will allow an understanding of the influence of rurality on student 

aspirations in the Victorian context, as well as examining the factors that affect the student 

aspirations of rural students, from the perspective of the students themselves. 

Most importantly, this research relies fully on the voice of the students. It is their 

education and their aspirations. Their voices need to be heard. 

In Chapter 3, the methodology used in this research will be presented. 
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Chapter 3   Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This research, into the effects of rurality on the aspirations of students from 

government secondary schools in rural Victoria, collected both quantitative and qualitative 

data. The research approach commenced with a student survey, followed by a number of 

student focus groups. The focus groups were designed to gather further detailed data and 

insights relating to the issues arising from the results of the student survey. 

The research aimed to contribute to knowledge about rural schooling and the 

aspirations of students in rural schools, and was guided by the following key research 

questions: 

1. To what extent does living in a rural community affect the aspirations of rural 

secondary school students? 

2. To what extent do factors related to a student’s family affect the aspirations of rural 

secondary school students?   

3. To what extent do friends and peers influence the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

4. To what extent do schools and teachers affect the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

5. To what extent do identity and self-efficacy affect the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

The research was designed around examining student perceptions about their own 

educational experiences and aspirations, through surveys and focus groups. Through the data 

collected, the research questions were answered, producing knowledge that furthers the 

understandings and explanations of the way that students think about their education, their 

life in their community, and the people and actions that affect, either as barriers or enablers, 

their education and their life and career aspirations.    

This research goes beyond previous research, such as that of Alloway and Dalley-

Trim (2009), Lamb et al. (2014) and Watson et al. (2016), by starting from the points of view 

of the students. It considers areas covered in each of these studies, but does so from the point 

of view of student voice and student perspectives. It gathers their insights and perceptions 
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through the surveys and focus groups, which involved students in years 10 and 12, in eleven 

rural and five metropolitan government secondary schools.  

The research considers the perceptions of students regarding the wide range of issues 

affecting the aspirations of rural students, including: 

(a) The effect of the local community (including student connection to the community, 

preparedness to leave the community and rural isolation); 

(b) The effect of the family (including socio-economic status (SES), family 

characteristics, family support and encouragement and parent education levels); 

(c) The effect of friends and peers (including support to continue education); 

(d) The effect of their school (including the effectiveness of the school, careers 

counselling, teacher quality and teacher support and encouragement); 

(e) The effect of the students themselves (including their self-efficacy, identity, 

understanding of career possibilities, and the student behaviours that affect school 

results and aspirations for the future). 

This research explores and examines the aspirations of rural students, and uses the 

perceptions of metropolitan students about their own aspirations, to gauge and contrast the 

extent to which rurality provides a positive, negative or neutral influence on the aspirations of 

rural students. 

This chapter discusses many elements of the research in detail. Sections relate to: 

(a) The research methodology and theoretical framework; 

(b) Selection of the sample schools and the students in the sample; 

(c) The student survey and focus groups; 

(d) Analysis of the data; 

(e) Ethical considerations and the role of the researcher. 

3.2 Mixed Methods Methodology 

The research utilises a mixed methods design, employing methodological eclecticism, 

which Teddlie and Tashakkori (2012) defined as bringing together the most appropriate 

qualitative and quantitative research methods. In this research, the mixed methods design 

entails integrating numerical data with dialogue from the students themselves.   

Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007) defined mixed methods research as: 
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“research in which a researcher or team of researchers combines elements of 

qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and 

quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the 

purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (Johnson et 

al., 2007, p. 123). 

Mixed methods research enables a deeper insight into the understanding of the 

enablers and barriers, than if an individual methodology was used alone (Cresswell & Plano-

Clark, 2007). It allows triangulation of results, further exploration of issues and enhancement 

of the results, as discussed by Day, Sammons and Gu (2008), and Torrance (2012).  

Combining data, from surveys and student focus groups, allowed exploration of the 

effect of place and the barriers and enablers to student aspirations in much greater detail, than 

if only the student surveys were used. The focus groups were designed to enhance the student 

survey data and, using open-ended questions, to allow the discovery of ideas and points of 

view that would otherwise not have been considered.    

In this mixed methods research, an explanatory sequential design (Ivankova, Creswell 

& Stick, 2006) was used. Focus group questions were developed using the results of the 

student survey. This required the surveys to be completed by the students and analysed to a 

significant level, in order to determine areas where further detail could be elicited through 

focus groups. This allowed the quantitative data, from the surveys and the qualitative 

elements generated through the focus groups, to complement each other, and to be interpreted 

holistically, rather than being considered as two separate data sets. The student survey data 

informed the content of the focus group questions. It was decided to use the survey prior to 

the focus groups, rather than conducting the focus groups first, as the survey provided 

responses to a broad cross-section of critical areas, thus informing the focus group questions.  

The explanatory sequential design is shown diagrammatically in Figure 3.1. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Explanatory Sequential Model. Adapted from Creswell and Plano-Clark, (2007) 

 
STEP 1 

Student Survey 

Collect, analyse and 

interpret survey data 

STEP 3 
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Results 

 

STEP 2 
 

Student Focus Groups 

Use survey data to 

inform focus group 

questions. Analyse 

and interpret results 
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Whilst the research follows a mixed methods approach, it is also defined by its 

theoretical framework, which is explained in the next section. 

3.3 The Theoretical Framework 

In considering rural students in Victoria, it is recognised that whilst Victoria has 25% 

of Australia’s population (ABS, 2019), it has only 3% of Australia’s land area (Geoscience 

Australia, 2020). Distances are relatively short in comparison with, for example, Western 

Australia and Queensland. Edgar (1979), in ‘Defining Rural Schools Disadvantage 2’, 

commented that: 

“So while isolation is, in part, a state of mind, and while folk in Western 

Australia laugh at the puny distances we in Victoria complain about, distance is 

a real physical problem for many Victorian children, and the communities they 

live in” (Edgar, 1979, p. 89). 

In this research, several key terms are used. The definitions of these terms, as used in 

this research, are: 

(a) Aspirations – The ambitions of a person for the future in terms of their education, career 

and life in general and the ability of a person to set goals for their future and to work 

towards realising those goals (Quaglia & Cobb, 1996). 

(b) Self-efficacy – The degree to which a person has the motivation, resilience and 

understanding of themselves, and the belief in themselves, to achieve future goals 

successfully, overcoming barriers that they confront (Bandura, 2012). 

(c) Outcome Expectations – A person’s estimate that a given behaviour will lead to certain 

outcomes (Bandura, 1977, p. 193).   

(d) Identity – The collection of attributes of a person, such as “ego strength, an internal locus 

of control, self-monitoring, self-esteem, a sense of purpose in life, social perspective 

taking, critical thinking abilities, and moral reasoning abilities” (Côté, 1997, p. 578).  

(e) Rurality – All areas in Victoria, outside the Melbourne Metropolitan Area, as used by the 

ABS (2020), with the understanding that rural places differ (Looker and Dwyer, 1998). 

In order to determine the effect of rurality on student aspirations in the State of 

Victoria, several questions needed to be asked. These included: How do students in rural 

schools in Victoria regard their educational experience? Are the aspirations of rural male and 

female students in Victoria different? How connected are rural students to their community? 
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The student survey was designed to elucidate similarities and differences that existed 

between the responses of metropolitan and rural students, between males and females and 

between students from different year levels. It was decided that more fine-grained detail 

would be provided in focus groups, conducted in both rural and metropolitan schools. The 

focus groups would give students the opportunity to have their voices heard. Through 

questions that were determined after the analysis of the surveys, students would provide 

much contextual information, allowing for a richer understanding of the situation in Victoria. 

As highlighted in the literature review (Chapter 2), rural students’ aspirations were 

affected by a range of enablers and barriers related to place and rurality, identity and self-

efficacy, the influence of family and friends, family circumstances and characteristics, as well 

as school and teacher effectiveness, support and expectations. The literature review also 

showed that male and female students were affected differently by some of these factors.  

Figure 3.2 shows key factors that previous research had found to affect student 

aspirations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.2: Key Factors Affecting Student Aspirations and Outcomes 

It was decided that the areas in Figure 3.2 provided a useful framework to explore the 

voices and perspectives of students, and that Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 

(Bandura, 1977, 1997, 2012) would provide a useful basis from which to design the 

theoretical model to be used in this research. This was determined because the areas in Figure 

3.2 could be aligned with the personal, behavioural and environmental determinants from 

SCT.  
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 The factors in Figure 3.2 were mapped against the personal, behavioural and 

environmental determinants of SCT, as shown in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1: Bandura’s SCT – Factors Related to this Research 

In order to incorporate the elements from Figure 3.2 and Table 3.1 into the theoretical 

framework for this research, the following construct was developed, using Bandura’s SCT as 

a basis and incorporating student aspirations as the central focus. The framework, named 

Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory (SCAT), shown in Figure 3.3, was developed in, and 

used throughout the research.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory (SCAT) – Factors Influencing Aspirations 

(Based on SCT, (Bandura, 1997)) 

Bandura’s SCT – Determinants Related to this Research 

Determinant Elements from Figure 3.2 

Personal Determinants  Self-efficacy and Identity 

Behavioural Determinants 
 Student Behaviours 

 Capacity to Imagine and Plan for the Future 

Environmental Determinants 

 The Effect of Place - Rurality 

 Connection to Place 

 Family Characteristics 

 Family Expectations and Support 

 Friends and Peers 

 School and Teacher Effectiveness 

 School and Teacher Expectations 

 



Page - 54 
 

Figure 3.3 shows the theoretical framework, SCAT, used in this research. The 

framework has three layers. In the red dashed area, Bandura’s SCT (Bandura, 1977, 1997, 

2012), showing the connections between personal, behavioural and environmental 

determinants, is shown, linked to student aspirations at the centre of the framework. Outside 

the red dashed area and inside the blue dashed area are the key elements that make up the 

determinants in this research, namely identity, self-efficacy, future focused behaviours, 

student behaviours, family and friends, school and place and rurality. Outside the blue dashed 

section, the factors which contribute to each of the elements are included. Each of these 

factors was derived from the literature review, which is in Chapter 2.  

In order to follow the SCAT framework, the following example is provided.  

 

 

 

The factors, associated with the elements in Figure 3.3, are defined briefly in Table 3.2. 

Description of Factors Related to Student Aspirations 

Determinant Element Factor Description of Factor 
Personal Identity Part-time Work 

and Sport 

The importance of part-time employment and sport in 

the creation of the student’s identity. 

Self-efficacy 

and Identity 

Goal Setting and 

Success 

The capacity of students to set goals for the future and 

to understand what success means for themselves. 

Self-efficacy Capacity to 

Continue 

Education 

Whether the student wants or needs to continue with 

education beyond Year 12 and their understanding of 

their own capacity to do so. 

Behavioural Student 

Behaviours 

Behaviours in 

Relation to 

School 

The capacity to try hard and to get the outcomes and 

results that will allow the student’s aspirations to be 

realised. 

Future 

Focused 

Behaviours 

Capacity to 

Imagine and Plan 

for the Future  

The capacity of the student to imagine possible future 

careers and to obtain information related to achieving 

their aspirations. 

Environmental Family and 

Friends 

Family Support The support of family members in the development and 

realisation of the student’s aspirations. 

Family 

Encouragement 

The encouragement of family members in relation to 

the student’s aspirations. 

Family 

Characteristics 

The family structure, parental educational background 

and socio-economic status, of the student’s family and 

the effect on the student’s aspirations. 

Friends and Peers The ability and willingness of friends and peers to 

support the aspirations of the student. 

Place and 

Rurality 

  

Connection to 

Place 

Whether the student is connected to place, and the 

effect that this has on the student’s aspirations. 

Staying or 

Leaving 

Whether the student wants to stay in their community 

or to leave and the effect of this on aspirations. 

Rural Isolation The issues related to the distance and travel required to 

access services such as university, TAFE or 

employment. 

Student Aspirations are influenced by Environmental Determinants, one of which is 

Place and Rurality. A factor related to Place and Rurality is Connection to Place, 

shown in the left hand dark green rectangle at the bottom of Figure 3.3. 
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School School/Teacher 

Support 

The support of the school and its teachers in the 

development and realisation of the student’s 

aspirations. 

School/Teacher 

Encouragement 

The encouragement of the school and its teachers in 

relation to the student’s aspirations. 

Curriculum Whether the curriculum of the school supports the 

aspirational needs of the student. 

Careers and 

Pathways 

The provision of careers and pathways counselling to 

allow the student to imagine possible careers for the 

future. 
 

Table 3.2: Description of Factors related to Student Aspirations 

One area that was included in Figure 3.2, but not in SCAT, was “gender”. In this 

research, it was determined that gender was important in many of the elements and factors of 

SCAT. It was therefore considered that gender and, in the same way, the year level of the 

student, should be used as an over-arching element rather than in isolation. In this way, the 

gender and the year level of the student were considered throughout the research, as they 

related to many of the aspects of the research.  

In the SCAT framework, each factor in the third column in Table 3.2 is connected to 

one of the elements (in the second column), which is connected to one of the determinants (in 

the first column). In some cases, this selection is somewhat tenuous, as some of the factors 

could be connected to more than one of the elements. For example, Goal Setting and Success 

is connected here to both Self-efficacy and to Identity.  

Rurality pervades all areas of this research, affecting family, friends, school, as well 

as student behaviours, identity and self-efficacy. This is the beauty of Bandura’s SCT and of 

SCAT. The connections between the environmental, behavioural and personal determinants 

allow for an in-depth analytical examination of the barriers and enablers that affect the 

development and realisation of student aspirations.  

The selection, of the sample of schools that were included in the research, is described 

in the next section.  

3.4 Selection of Sample Schools 

The schools selected for this research were from the eastern regions of Victoria.  

Having worked previously for the Department of Education and Training in Victoria, and 

having a comprehensive awareness of government secondary schools, particularly those in 

the eastern half of the state, it was decided to use schools in eastern Victoria. The original 

aim was to include six rural secondary schools to provide the rural perceptions of student 
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aspirations and three metropolitan Melbourne secondary schools to provide a metropolitan 

contrast or baseline. After approaching the principals of a number of schools with a request 

that they become involved, several other rural and metropolitan school principals requested 

that their schools be involved in the research. By the time the data was to be collected, eleven 

rural and five metropolitan schools were involved. These schools provided a range of socio-

economic levels, school sizes and distances from Melbourne.   

Whilst the sample of schools included rural and metropolitan schools, the focus of the 

research was related to students in rural schools. The metropolitan schools were included for 

reasons of contrast, to provide a benchmark to show the effect of rurality on the aspirations of 

the students. Throughout the documentation of the data from student surveys and focus 

groups, rural student data was contrasted with that of metropolitan students. 

Figure 3.4 shows a map of Victoria with the research area in eastern Victoria outlined. 

The approximate positions of the rural schools are also shown. All schools, both rural and 

metropolitan, were within the designated area in the map. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.4: Map Showing Victoria, the Research Area and the Approximate Position of the  

Rural Research Schools 

The sample of schools had a range of socio-economic status (SES) levels. This 

allowed for comparison between lower and higher SES schools, as well as ensuring similarity 

in terms of SES, for the whole rural and metropolitan samples of schools. The SES data, 

obtained from the “MySchool” website (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority (ACARA), 2019), was based on the Index of Community Socio-Educational 
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Advantage (ICSEA) which, for all schools, ranges between approximately 800 for a very low 

socio-economic area and 1200 for a very high socio-economic area. The average ICSEA 

score, for all schools in Australia, is 1000. The ICSEA score is based on parent occupation 

and parent education levels (ACARA, 2014).   

The principal of each of the sample schools was visited and time was spent outlining 

the research and the benefits to the school, which included providing an opportunity for the 

students at the school to voice their opinions regarding rural school education, and to have the 

chance to contribute to possible improvement strategies in the education system in Victoria.  

 The sample schools are listed in Table 3.3. The names of the schools involved in the 

research were changed to protect the privacy of the students who were involved. The table 

shows the schools and their ICSEA value in 2018, when the data was collected, the road 

distance from Melbourne and the approximate number of students enrolled in the schools.  

Table 3.3: Metropolitan and Rural Schools Included in the Research2,3 

                                                             
2 Schools where focus groups were conducted are shaded in pink 
3 Murray Regional College did not have an ICSEA value in 2018 

School Location of School 

Road 

Distance 

from 

Melbourne 

2018 

Student 

Enrolment 

Numbers 

2017/ 

2018 

ICSEA 

Inner East Secondary College Metropolitan 17 km. 400 - 600 1034 

Kingston Secondary College Metropolitan 27 km. 400 – 600 939 

Eastern Secondary College Metropolitan 29 km. 1500 - 2000 982 

Outer Eastern Secondary College Metropolitan 47 km. 1500 - 2000 948 

South East Secondary College Metropolitan 48 km. 1000 - 1200 983 

Central Secondary College Rural – Inner Regional 88 km. 600 - 800 958 

Goulburn Regional College Rural – Inner Regional 95 km. 600 – 800 933 

Highlands Rural Secondary College Rural – Inner Regional 112 km. 200 – 400 994 

Northern Secondary College Rural – Inner Regional 220 km. 200 - 400 929 

Riverside Rural Secondary College Rural – Inner Regional 231 km. 200 - 400 930 

Murray Regional College  Rural – Inner Regional 321 km. 1000 - 1200 N/A 

Snowfields Secondary College Rural – Outer Regional 190 km. 400 - 600 1004 

Tree Valley Secondary College Rural – Outer Regional 323 km. 400 - 600 1051 

River View Secondary College Rural – Outer Regional 365 km. 400 - 600 983 

Hillton Rural Secondary College Rural – Remote 434 km. Below 200 960 

Marlin Bay Rural College Rural – Remote 513 km. Below 200 1018 
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The location of the schools, as defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

categorisation of rural schools as being inner regional, outer regional, remote or very remote 

(ABS, 2020), as previously shown in Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1, is also included in the table. As 

previously stated, there are no “very remote” areas in Victoria. 

The range of ICSEA values for the rural schools in 2018, when the data was collected, 

was 929 to 1051 and the average was 976.0 (excluding Murray Regional College, which was 

included in the data collection, but it did not have an ICSEA value at that time). In 2018, the 

range of ICSEA values for the metropolitan schools was 939 to 1034 and the average was 

977.2. It is noted that the ICSEA value that was available at the time of the survey in term 1, 

2018 was the 2017 ICSEA value. 

The rural schools in the sample varied greatly from each other. They are located in 

small, medium or large country towns. The rural schools are from:  

a) farming areas (Central Secondary College, Goulburn Regional College, Northern 

Secondary College, Riverside Rural Secondary College and River View Secondary 

College); 

b) seaside fishing and tourist areas (Marlin Bay Rural College); 

c) inland tourist areas, including areas for snow skiing (River View Secondary College, 

Snowfields Secondary College and Tree Valley Secondary College); 

d) forestry preservation areas (Hillton Rural Secondary College and Marlin Bay Rural 

College); 

e) small sized towns (Hillton Rural Secondary College and Marlin Bay Rural College); 

f) medium sized towns (Central Secondary College, Highlands Rural Secondary 

College, Northern Secondary College, Riverside Rural Secondary College, River 

View Secondary College, Snowfields Secondary College and Tree Valley Secondary 

College); 

g) larger towns (Goulburn Regional College and Murray Regional College); 

h) towns less than 150 km. from Melbourne (Central Secondary College, Goulburn 

Regional College and Highlands Rural Secondary College);   

i) towns more than 300 km. from Melbourne (Hillton Rural Secondary College, Marlin 

Bay Rural College, Murray Regional College, River View Secondary College, Tree 

Valley Secondary College); 
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j) towns that have a university and a Technical and Further Education (TAFE) College 

(Murray Regional College); 

k) towns that have a TAFE College but do not have a university (Goulburn Regional 

College).  

 

The metropolitan schools also varied greatly from each other, and included a range of 

socio-economic areas, and inner and outer suburban areas. The metropolitan schools are 

from:  

a) affluent inner suburban areas (Inner East Secondary College); 

b) the outer eastern corridor which is expanding rapidly as Melbourne’s population 

grows (Outer Eastern Secondary College); 

c) suburbs in close proximity to Port Phillip Bay (South East Secondary College); 

d) suburbs with a high population of residents from non-English speaking backgrounds 

(Eastern Secondary College, Kingston Secondary College and Outer Eastern 

Secondary College). 

The number and variety of rural schools involved in the research was designed to 

ensure a cross section of secondary schools in Victoria, in terms of size, distance from 

Melbourne and SES levels. The number of schools in the research was similar to the number 

of schools researched by Dalley-Trim and Alloway (2011) and Watson et al. (2016), who 

researched ten and thirteen secondary schools, respectively.  

Having selected the schools, the selection of the sample of students became the next 

challenge. 

3.5 Selection of the Students in the Sample 

The research was based on the perceptions of students in year 10 and 12 in 

government secondary schools in Victoria. Year 10 students are in their fourth year of 

secondary schooling and are generally aged 15 or 16, whilst year 12 students are in their final 

year of secondary schooling and are generally aged 17 or 18. In Victoria, students study a 

general curriculum from year 7 to 10 and then, in year 11, decide whether to study the 

Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) or the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning 

(VCAL). In this research, all of the year 10 students were studying a general curriculum, 

although some of the students had elected to commence their VCE program early. This is a 
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common practice in Victoria, as it allows students to complete a VCE subject early and to 

benefit from having a taste of senior school studies. None of the year 10 students in the 

sample had commenced their VCAL program.  

Students in year 12 in Victorian secondary schools generally choose to study either 

VCE or VCAL. These courses are very different from each other. The VCE is an academic 

program which prepares students for entry to university courses. The VCAL is a vocational 

program which prepares students for the work force, apprenticeships, traineeships or TAFE 

courses. In a small number of schools, the International Baccalaureate (IB) is taught at years 

11 and 12. No school in this research offered the IB.  

Students, who study the VCE in their final year of secondary school, generally study 

four or five subjects, one of which is an English subject (which could be English, English as a 

Second Language, English Language, Foundation English or Literature). As a part of their 

VCE course, students may choose to complete a Vocational Education and Training (VET) 

certificate and count this as the equivalent of one VCE subject. Details of VCE programs are 

available from the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA) (2020).  

Students, who study the VCAL, complete a vocational program that includes literacy 

and numeracy skills, industry specific skills, work related skills and personal development. A 

VCAL certificate may also include VET certificates, work placements, school-based 

apprenticeships or traineeships. Details of VCAL programs are available from the VCAA 

(2020). 

3.5.1 Student Sample for the Survey 

From each of the five metropolitan schools, between 15 and 25 students from each of 

year 10 and 12 took part in the student survey element of the research. From each of the 

eleven rural schools, between 10 and 25 students, from each of year 10 and 12, took part, 

depending on the size of the school. It was anticipated that this would result in approximately 

60 year 10 and 60 year 12 students in the metropolitan schools and approximately 120 year 

10 and 120 year 12 students in the rural schools completing the survey.  

The students were selected randomly in that, for year 10 students, one class of 

approximately 25 students was asked to take home a project explanatory statement and 

consent form, have the consent form signed by a parent or guardian, and return the form to 

the school. In each school, the class chosen was a mixed-ability class, to ensure that a range 
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of students was included. Only students who returned the consent form were permitted to 

complete the survey. For the year 12 students, a mix of VCE and VCAL students was 

selected. The numbers of VCE and VCAL students at each school reflected the overall 

population of the year 12 cohort at the school. For smaller schools, all year 10 and 12 

students were provided with the explanatory statement and consent form, and were selected 

to be involved, subject to completion of the consent form. 

 

3.5.2 Student Sample for the Focus Groups 

The students involved in the focus groups came from three of the rural schools and 

three of the metropolitan schools. The schools where the focus groups were conducted were 

also schools where the student survey had been completed. The students who took part in the 

focus groups had previously completed the student survey and had returned the consent form, 

stating that they agreed to be involved in a focus group and that they were willing to have the 

focus group audio-recorded. The rural focus group schools were Marlin Bay Rural College, 

Riverside Rural Secondary College and Highlands Rural Secondary College. These schools 

provided a range of SES levels and a range of distances from Melbourne. The metropolitan 

focus group schools were Inner East Secondary College, South East Secondary College and 

Outer Eastern Secondary College. They also provided a range of SES levels and distances 

from Melbourne. The focus group schools are shaded in pink in Table 3.3. 

Having recruited the students and gained the support of the school principals, the 

administration of the survey was the next step. 

3.6 The Student Survey 

The 64-item student survey was developed as a part of the research project. The 

survey focused on eight key areas, which related to the students’ aspirations and the enablers 

and barriers that may assist or prevent them from realising their aspirations. The key areas of 

the survey reflected the elements of SCAT (see Figure 3.3 and Table 3.2), and also included 

student demographic data and student aspirations for the future in terms of their career.  

The majority of the 64 items in the survey were developed as Likert 5-scale items. 

The survey items were constructed, based on personal understandings and after consideration 

of a range of surveys from the literature, which focused on the areas included in Table 3.4. 

Key references used were Batten and Girling-Butcher (1981), James et al. (1999), Khoo and 
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Ainley (2005), Petrin et al. (2014) and Watson et al. (2016). Items related to student self-

efficacy were constructed after consideration of surveys constructed by Bandura (1997), 

Fouad, Smith and Enochs (1997), and Chen and Starobin (2018).  

Details of the survey structure are indicated in Table 3.4 below:  

No. Survey Section Details 

1 Student Demographics The student’s school, gender, language spoken at home, year level 
and, for year 12 students, whether they studied VCE or VCAL. 

2 Aspirations for the Future The career the student aspired to in the future and whether the 

student wanted or perceived that they needed to attend university or 
TAFE after finishing secondary school. 

3 Identity and Self-

Efficacy 

Items related to identity and identity formation and the student’s 

perception of their self-efficacy. 

4 Behaviours Behaviours related to being a student at school and determining 
aspirations for the future. 

5 Place and Rurality Items related to connection to the local community, rural isolation 
and whether a student wanted to stay in the community or leave. 

6 Family and Friends Items related to family characteristics (SES, parental education 

levels, the number of parents living in the home and the number of 
siblings), family support and encouragement and the effect of 
friends on student aspirations. 

7 School Items related to school encouragement and support, curriculum and 

careers and pathways education and counselling. 

8 Student Perceptions of 
Rural and Metropolitan 
Schools 

The perception of students of their own school and how they 
compared rural and metropolitan schools. 

 

Table 3.4: Student Survey Section Details 

A draft survey was trialled at three rural secondary schools in Victoria, and one 

secondary school that was on the fringe between metropolitan Melbourne and rural Victoria. 

The survey trials were conducted in the final term (October/November) of 2017, the year 

prior to the final survey being implemented. Of the schools that trialled the survey, two 

schools requested that they be involved in the research. These two schools participated in the 

research, and completed the final version of the survey. In both cases, the students who 

completed the trial survey were different from those who completed the final survey, because 

the students who completed the trial survey were no longer in year 10 or 12.  

All copies of the trial survey, whether completed or not, were collected at the trial 

schools. In each trial, students were asked to complete the survey and write comments related 

to items that they found to be unclear or ambiguous. Students were also asked to comment 

verbally on the survey prior to leaving the room where the survey was completed. The 
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original draft of the survey had not included Likert 5-scale items and the trials suggested that 

this be changed. This resulted in restructuring the survey to make the items clearer and easier 

to read. Most students in the trial completed the survey within 20 minutes. In each of the 

schools where the trials occurred, the principal or assistant principal agreed to read the survey 

and make comments. Comments were invariably positive and included statements such as 

“the questions are clear” and “I would like to see the results of the survey for our school”.   

Complete versions of the final surveys are included in Appendix 5. Sample items, 

from the final versions of the surveys, included: 

Items related to student demographics 

1. What school do you attend? 

2. Are you male or female? 

3. How many brothers and sisters do you have in total? 

4. Did either, both or neither of your parents go to university or TAFE after secondary school? 

Items related to student aspirations 

1. When working out what I want to do when I leave school, I get most advice from ________ 

2. The job that I think I would like to get after finishing my education is ____________ 

3. To get the job that I want when I leave school, I need to go to university or TAFE. 

4. When I leave school, I want to continue with my education. 

Items related to identity and self-efficacy 

1. In my life so far, I have been successful in most things that I have tried. 

2. I think that the results I have achieved at school are very good. 

3. I have very clear goals for my future in terms of my education and my career. 

4. I am smart enough to be able to do well at university or TAFE if I choose to go there. 

5. I find studying and schoolwork to be boring. 

Items related to student behaviours 

1. What stops you from studying at home? (Select one or two answers from 7 options).  

2. Even when the work in class is difficult or challenging, I always perform very well. 

3. I try hard to get good results in my subjects at school. 

Items related to place and rurality 

1.  At school I learn about my community. 

2. My local community is important to me. 

3. I feel comfortable and secure in the community/town where I live. 

4. In my community, I get involved in activities such as sport, clubs or community work. 

5. I never want to leave the community where I live. 
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6. I would leave the community where I live in order to get a good job or to go to university or TAFE. 

Items related to family and friends 

1. My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school. 

2. My friends do not want me to go to university or TAFE. 

Items related to school 

1. The school I attend is a very good school. 

2. At my school I have not been provided with enough information regarding university and 

TAFE courses and possible careers. 

3. My school provides opportunities for me to explore and imagine possible future careers and 

to decide what I want to do in the future. 

4. My teachers at my school encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school. 

Student perceptions of rural and metropolitan schools 

1. I think that students from rural schools are more likely to go to university than students from 

metropolitan schools. 

2. I think that metropolitan schools have higher expectations of students than rural schools. 

The surveys were administered in each of the schools by the researcher. In each 

school, the survey was explained in terms of its purpose and how the results would be used, 

as well as information related to how the privacy of the students involved would be 

maintained. The focus groups were also explained to the students at this time, in order to 

ascertain which students were interested in being part of a focus group. 

The student surveys, in each of the 16 schools in this research, were completed 

between February and April, 2018, in order to ensure consistency in terms of the length of 

time that the students involved had been in year 10 or year 12. All students were given as 

much time as they needed to complete the survey. Most students completed the survey in 15 

to 20 minutes with less than 10 per cent of students exceeding that length of time. Students 

were asked to answer all items and to provide the most appropriate response in each case. 

Where an item required more than one response, students were reminded of this at the start of 

the survey and during the survey. The surveys were conducted at a time that was determined 

by the school principal. 

3.7 The Student Focus Groups 

Focus groups, as a data collection method, have been used continuously since 1926 

(Bogardus, 1926; Merton and Kendall, 1946), as a way of discovering the thoughts of a 
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number of people at the same time. Calder (1977) discussed the fact that focus groups could 

supplement quantitative research and that consistency of responses usually occurred after 

three or four homogeneous focus groups, whilst Krueger (1994) suggested that between 3 and 

12 focus groups were usually sufficient. Focus groups also provided for triangulation of data, 

allowing for the validation of, or addition to, the “primary data source” such as a survey 

(Morgan & Spanish, 1984). Fielding (2012) stated that focus groups allowed the integration 

of data from different sources, and added to the richness of the data.  

By the 2000s, focus groups were used as a stand-alone methodology, or as an adjunct 

to surveys or other experimental techniques (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas & Robson, 2001). In 

conducting focus groups, Krueger (2006b) noted the importance of the facilitator remaining 

neutral and not directing the discussion with his or her own biases. Recording methods in 

focus groups, including note taking, field notes, audio or video recording, needed to be 

accurate (Krueger, 2006a). Stout (2009) used five focus groups of parents and teachers, 

selected from a group, who had previously completed a survey in his research, in a similar 

way to the methodology used in this research.  

In this research, three of the eleven rural schools and three of the five metropolitan 

schools were selected, based on SES levels and distance from Melbourne, to be included in 

the focus groups’ part of the research. Two or three focus groups were conducted in each of 

these schools. The focus groups were homogeneous as suggested by Calder (1977) and 

Krueger (1994), in that year 10 focus groups and year 12 focus groups were conducted 

separately. In two cases, year 12 VCE students and year 12 VCAL students were in different 

focus groups. Overall, fourteen focus groups were conducted. They were: 

a) Three rural and three metropolitan year 10 groups; 

b) Two rural and two metropolitan mixed year 12 VCE and VCAL groups; 

c) One rural and one metropolitan year 12 VCE group; 

d) One rural and one metropolitan year 12 VCAL group. 

The separate VCE and VCAL groups were conducted at two of the schools as they 

provided an opportunity to elicit greater detail, particularly from the year 12 VCAL students. 

Having separate groups for year 10 and year 12 students allowed for an exploration of 

differences between the perceptions of year 10 and year 12 students, and the differences in 

perceptions between year 12 VCE and year 12 VCAL students. In each focus group, based on 

the ideas of Krueger (2006b), the focus group size was five or six students. Students were 
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selected by the individual schools according to the researcher’s request to ensure that the 

focus group included a range of student abilities. All students were required to have 

completed the student survey, returned the consent form and agreed to have the focus group 

audio-recorded. Each focus group was required to have a mix of male and female students, 

and the groups reflected the cultural mix of students at the school. For example, where the 

college cohort contained a substantial indigenous or non-English speaking background 

cohort, the focus group structure reflected this.  

Focus groups were conducted in school time, at a time arranged by the school 

principal. In some schools, they were held in class time and in other schools, they were at 

lunchtime. Each focus group session, which was facilitated by the researcher, lasted for 

approximately 45 to 60 minutes, and was audio-recorded. The recording was later transcribed 

by the researcher for subsequent analysis. It was decided that it was preferable that the 

researcher complete the transcripts, rather than using a transcription service, so that the 

researcher strengthened his awareness of the detail of the responses of the students. 

Once the focus groups were established, the questions were constructed.   

3.8 Focus Group Questions 

The focus group questions centred on the key determinants (personal, behavioural and 

environmental) from the SCAT theoretical framework (see Figure 3.3 and Table 3.2). The 

aim of the questions was to elucidate further information regarding the barriers and enablers 

for the aspirations of rural students, and to contrast their responses with those of metropolitan 

students. The focus questions were determined after an initial analysis of the student surveys 

had been carried out.  

The questions were: 

1. In the survey completed in term 1, most students had a good idea about what they 

wanted to do when they left school. How have you determined your direction in life in 

the future, and who has helped you to determine your future direction? Do you think 

you will achieve your future dreams? 
 

2. In terms of your education, has living in your community helped you to achieve 

success? What has helped you and what has done the opposite?   
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3. In terms of your community, how much do you feel a part of the community? How do 

you feel that you are a part of the community? If you left the community to go to 

further education or a job, do you think you would return to live in the community? 
 

4. High expectations are known to be important. Do you think that there are high 

expectations placed on you? By whom? Do you think it would be different if you 

lived in the country/city? 
 

5. Do you think that your time at school has been successful? How do you measure 

being successful at school? 
 

6. Has your school met your needs as a student? If you were able to create a school so 

that it suited the needs of all students, what would it look like? 
 

7. Why do you think that rural students are less likely to go to university or TAFE than 

metropolitan students? 

After the completion of the focus groups’ data collection, the full analysis of the 

results was conducted, as described in the next section. 

3.9  Analysis of Data 

The analysis of the survey data was completed, based on the theoretical framework 

(see Figure 3.3). The analysis considered different groupings of students, namely rural and 

metropolitan, male and female, and students from different year levels. The analysis also 

considered students where: 

a) One parent or two parents lived at home with the student; 

b) None, one or two parents had attended university or TAFE; 

c) The number of children in the family was 1 to 3, or 4 or more; 

d) The SES of the school was low, medium or high. 

For the purposes of this research, low SES schools had an ICSEA of 960 or less, 

medium SES schools had an ICSEA between 961 and 1000 (the Australian average), and 

high SES schools had an ICSEA greater than 1000. 

The methods used for the analysis of the student survey data and the focus groups are 

considered in the next two sections.  
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3.9.1 Student Survey Data 

The method for analysis of the student survey items varied depending on the type of 

item. Where the item asked students to give a written response, the percentage of students 

giving each response was recorded. This was completed for rural students, metropolitan 

students, rural males, metropolitan males, rural females, metropolitan females, rural year 10 

students, metropolitan year 10 students, rural year 12 VCE and VCAL students and 

metropolitan year 12 VCE and VCAL students. 

For example, the following item related to parental education levels. 

 

 

To analyse the results, the following results were tabulated:  

1. The percentage of rural and metropolitan students responding to each answer option; 

2. The percentage of males and females from both rural and metropolitan schools 

responding to each answer option; 

3. The percentage of year 10, year 12 VCE and year 12 VCAL students from both rural 

and metropolitan schools responding to each answer option; 

4. The percentage of students from each school who responded to each answer option. 

(This was done to allow an individual brief report to be written for each school 

involved in the research.)   

The following item referred to barriers to studying at home. 

 

 

 

To analyse the results, the percentage of students responding to each response was 

tabulated for: 

1. All Rural students; 

2. All Metropolitan students; 

3. Rural groupings of male students, female students, year 10 students, year 12 VCE and 

VCAL students; 

“Did either, both or neither of your parents finish secondary school?” 

 My mother did    My father did     Both parents did      Neither parent did      I do not know 

 

“What stops you from studying at home?” (Select one or two responses) 

 It is too noisy           Sporting commitments     Study is boring           Part time job            

 Seeing my friends    House chores               I cannot be bothered       Nothing 
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4. Metropolitan groupings of male students, female students, year 10 students, year 12 

VCE and VCAL students; 

5. Students from each school in the study. 

Many survey items were Likert 5-scale items, where students were asked to provide 

their response to the item by placing an X in the appropriate square to indicate whether they 

strongly disagreed, disagreed, were neutral, agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. For 

example: 

 

 

Results were tabulated for each Likert 5-scale item, determining the percentage of 

students who responded positively to the statement. In most items, a positive response meant 

that the student indicated either Strongly Agree or Agree. However, in some items, the item 

was a “reverse” statement, where a positive response meant that the student indicated either 

Strongly Disagree or Disagree. Again, the results were calculated for the same groupings of 

students as listed above. 

In order to carry out the analysis, the responses from the student surveys were entered 

into Microsoft Excel and the data was checked for errors and missing data. Where data was 

missing, the survey was re-checked and the appropriate response was entered.  The data was 

then transferred to IBM SPSS (see Pallant (2016)) and, again, the data was checked. The 

percentage positive response data for each group, for all Likert 5-scale items in the survey, 

was then calculated using IBM SPSS. The data from the survey was used to create graphs, 

showing the results for: 

a) Rural and metropolitan students; 

b) Male and female students (rural and metropolitan); 

c) Year 10, Year 12 VCE and Year 12 VCAL students (rural and metropolitan). 

Overall, more than thirty individual graphs were developed from the data, using 

colour coding to show the different groups of students involved. In order to develop the 

graphs, the analysis data from IBM SPSS was entered into Microsoft Excel and the graphs 

were drawn in Excel, as column graphs. It was decided to use the graphical functions of 

Microsoft Excel rather than IBM SPSS, as the graphs in Excel provided clear insights into the 

differences between the groups of students.  

 

I have very clear goals for my future in terms of my education and my career. 
 

 Strongly Disagree        Disagree     Neutral    Agree    Strongly Agree 
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In addition to the graphs, correlation coefficients were determined for the Likert 5-

scale survey items, with the correlation being determined against the item “When I leave 

school, I want to continue with my education”. This item was considered to be a useful item 

with which to determine correlations, as it referred to the aspirations of the students in terms 

of the commonly expressed view that education after secondary school is desirable (Bradley 

et al., 2008; Lamb et al., 2014; Koshy, Dockery & Seymour, 2019). Recently, Koshy et al. 

(2019) noted that: 

“In recent years, Australian policy-makers have committed considerable resources 

to the support of programmes designed to increase participation in higher 

education by school students” (Koshy et al., 2019, p. 302). 

It was decided to use the Spearman Rank Correlation coefficient (rs) based on the 

comments of De Winter, Gosling and Potter (2016), who noted that the Spearman correlation 

coefficient was preferable to the Pearson correlation coefficient for Likert scale survey items. 

This point was supported by Pallant (2016, p. 129), who stated that the Spearman Rank 

Correlation was commonly used for ranked or ordinal data in research, where there was 

difficulty in assuming that the intervals between the rankings were equal. Stevens (1946, p. 

679) had previously suggested that statisticians needed to treat with caution data where “only 

the rank order” of the data is known. 

The Spearman Rank Correlation coefficient, rs, is calculated using the equation: 

 

 

 

The correlation coefficients were determined using IBM SPSS, and the results were 

considered to be important if rs was greater than 0.30 (or less than -0.30) and if it was 

significant at least at the p < .05 level. The items with significant correlation coefficients 

were mapped back to the theoretical framework to show how the areas, which correlated with 

student aspirations to continue education after secondary school, matched with the personal, 

behavioural and environmental determinants of the theoretical framework. 

Once the data from the student surveys was analysed, the transcripts from the focus 

groups were analysed. 

where xi,r and yi,r are the rank positions of xi and 

yi, respectively (de Winter et al., 2016, p. 276). 
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3.9.2 Student Focus Group Data 

For each of the fourteen focus groups, the discussion was audio-recorded and then 

transcribed to obtain an accurate record of student comments. Each of the students involved 

in the focus group created a pseudonym for themselves in order to protect their privacy. The 

focus groups commenced with each student making the statement, “Hello, my name is xxxx”. 

This allowed the matching of each comment made in the focus group discussion with the 

name (pseudonym) of the student in the transcription.  

The transcription for each focus group was then colour-coded, according to the key 

factors of the discussion and aligned to the factors included in the theoretical framework. The 

colour-coding was: 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 
 

Table 3.5: Colour-coding of Focus Group Responses 

By colour-coding the responses, it was then possible to search the transcript for the 

comments, made by the students, which aligned with the factors of SCAT. This allowed the 

grouping of comments related to each factor, thus developing a narrative of responses based 

on themes matched to SCAT. The results for the focus group discussions are included in 

Chapter 5. 

3.10     Ethical Issues  

In each school, the principal viewed the ethics approval from Monash University and 

the approval to carry out the research from the Victorian Department of Education and 

Training (see Appendix 2). The principal also viewed the project explanatory statement (see 

Appendix 3), the student consent form (see Appendix 4) and the Student Survey (see 

Appendix 5), prior to giving approval for their school to become involved in the project.  

Colour Coding of Focus Group Responses 

1 Part-time work and sport  7 Connection to place  

2 Goal setting and success  8 Rural isolation  

3 Capacity to continue education  9 Staying or leaving  

4 Family support and encouragement  10 Capacity to imagine and plan for the 

future 

 

5 Family characteristics  

6 Friends and peers  11 Behaviours in relation to school  
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All students involved in the project were provided with an explanatory statement of 

the research and a consent form. Students were permitted to take part in the research if a 

consent form, signed by the student’s parent, was received. At the start of the administration 

of the student survey and each focus group, the details of the research were explained to the 

students. Students were given the opportunity to decline to complete the survey, or to 

withdraw from a focus group if they no longer wished to be involved. No students took up 

this offer and the comments of students were, at all times, positive. No ethical issues occurred 

throughout the research. 

3.11     Role of the Researcher: Insider or Outsider 

My role as a researcher was an interesting one. Research tends to divide the role into 

two sections, namely that of an insider and that of an outsider (Merton, 1972). There are 

benefits of being an insider in terms of knowing the people involved and being accepted by 

the research subjects. Similarly, there are benefits in being an outsider and being able to be 

detached and to make independent observations. Whilst it is often suggested that it is not 

possible to be both an insider and an outsider (Savvides, AL-Youssef, Colin & Garrido, 

2014), in my case, I was seen as an insider by some people, and as an outsider by others. 

Having worked for many years in rural Victoria, many would regard me as an insider, 

a person who had worked closely with schools in an attempt to improve student outcomes, 

and one who understood the outcomes obtained by students in rural schools in Victoria. In 

determining the research topic and research questions, I have been aware that there were 

advantages derived from my previous employment. I suspected that many principals would 

see me as an insider, and therefore would be prepared to allow me to conduct the research in 

their schools. I was equally aware that I could not take this for granted.  

Consequently, when I asked the principal of a school whether I could conduct the 

research in their school, I made it clear that I was only interested in carrying out the research 

after a conversation with them, where we discussed the merits of the research and the need 

for a small amount of organisation that would need to be carried out by a member of staff, 

usually the principal or assistant principal. After the discussion, most of the principals wanted 

to have their schools involved, knowing that I would be working with students, none of 

whom would know me in any other way than the fact that I was a researcher from Monash 

University, who was interested in hearing their perceptions about their aspirations for the 
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future and the factors that assisted or hindered their aspirations. For the students, I was seen 

as an outsider. 

In conducting the surveys and focus groups, I remained impartial, wanting to hear 

what the students thought. I kept an open mind based on the fact that the research was about 

the students’ opinions and perceptions and not about any perceptions that I had. In the focus 

groups, my role was to ask questions of the students, to elicit their responses. My questions 

related to the SCAT theoretical model and I encouraged students to respond to the questions, 

and to be respectful of others in the focus group. At all times, I was thankful for the 

participation of the students. I commended them for their willingness to talk about the 

positives and the challenges of their school and education in general. 

Whilst the students saw me as an outsider, not someone who was involved in their 

educational experience, part of my role was to develop a rapport with the students so that, 

particularly in focus groups, they felt comfortable to provide honest and open responses. This 

was done by having a discussion with the students at the start of the focus group, before the 

audio-recording commenced, explaining the research and how I needed to hear the thoughts 

of each participant.  

As Dwyer and Buckle noted:  

“The intimacy of qualitative research no longer allows us to remain true 

outsiders to the experience under study and … it does not qualify us as complete 

insiders” (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p. 61). 

3.12     Summary 

In Chapter 3, the methodology, which was informed by the SCAT theoretical 

framework, and the research instruments (the student survey and the use of focus groups, 

which were designed to elicit student insights and perspectives) have been outlined. The 

processes for data analysis, which were informed by the thematic factors inherent in the 

SCAT theoretical framework, have been explained. Ethical processes and the role of the 

researcher have been described.  

In Chapter 4, the student survey data is presented.  
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Chapter 4   Student Survey Results 

4.1   Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings from the 64-item survey, completed by 363 

students from 16 different schools. As this research is seeking to underline the significance of 

student voice, the survey provided an important way into conversations and dialogue between 

the researcher and the students. The findings of this chapter provide an understanding of how 

student voice is insightful and relevant, and that students have clear ideas about who they are 

and their aspirations for the future. 

The chapter begins with the demographics of the schools and the students involved in 

the research, and an understanding of the aspirations of the 363 students who completed the 

survey. This is followed by sections that highlight the environmental, behavioural and 

personal determinants in the lives of the students and how they affect their aspirations for the 

future.   

The survey was designed to elicit the perceptions of rural students in relation to their 

aspirations, schooling and opportunities, as well as contrasting the perceptions of rural 

students with those of metropolitan students. Of the 363 students who completed the survey, 

50.1% were male and 49.9% were female. The students were a mix of Year 10, Year 12 

Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) and Year 12 Victorian Certificate of Applied 

Learning (VCAL) students.  

Throughout this chapter, key graphs related to the students and their aspirations, and 

statistics, which show similarities and differences between the perceptions of rural and 

metropolitan students, are presented. Five additional graphs, which elaborate on some of the 

graphs in this chapter, are included in Appendix 7. 

4.2 The Survey Respondents 

The survey, administered to students from eleven rural and five metropolitan 

government secondary schools in eastern Victoria, was used as a first step to obtain insights 

into the enablers and barriers that affected their aspirations. The students’ responses were 

used to frame the questions that were asked in the student focus groups, where the voice of 

the students was realised more directly. The findings of the focus group discussions are 

presented in Chapter 5. 
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All students involved in the research returned an appropriately signed consent form 

which had been provided to them. Altogether, 750 consent forms were distributed, and 363 

students returned the form, correctly filled in and signed, a response rate of 48.4%. These 

students then completed the survey. Table 4.1 provides data related to the students who 

completed the survey.  

Key Data from the Data Collection 

 Metropolitan Rural 

Number of schools involved 5 11 

Number of students who completed the survey 136 227 

Number of male students who completed the survey 67 115 

Number of female students who completed the survey 69 112 

Number of year 10 students who completed the survey 52 100 

Number of year 12 students who completed the survey 84 127 

Number of year 12 VCE students who completed the survey 60 94 

Number of year 12 VCAL students who completed the survey 24 33 

Number of students involved in focus groups 51 55 

Range of school Socio-Economic Status (measured by school ICSEA4) 939 – 1034 929 – 1051 

Mean school Socio-Economic Status (measured by school ICSEA) 977.2 976.0 

 

Table 4.1 Key Data from the Data Collection 

4.3 The Aspirations of the Students 

This research focused on the aspirations of rural students, and used the aspirations of 

metropolitan students for the purposes of providing a contrast. In this section, the aspirations, 

in terms of the perceived future careers of the students, are examined.   

An item in the survey asked students to indicate their career aspirations. The item 

was:  

 
 

Student written responses were categorised, according to the Australian and New 

Zealand Classification of Occupations (ABS, 2013). The categories, (see Appendix 6), were: 

a) Community and Personal Service 

Workers 

b) Managers 

c) Professionals 

d) Clerical and Administrative Workers 

                                                             
4 The ICSEA is a measure of socio-economic status of the school (ACARA, 2019). See Chapter 3.4. 

 

e) Sales Workers 

f) Technician and Trade Workers 

g) Machinery Operators and Drivers 

h) Labourers 

i) Unknown or Undecided 

Item 48:   The job that I think that I would like to get after finishing my education.is… 

__________ __________ 
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“Clerical and Administrative Workers” and “Labourers” were not included in the 

graph of the students’ career aspirations, shown in Figure 4.1, as no students selected a career 

within those categories. The results, for the students in this research, were: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.1: Student Perceptions of Future Career Aspirations 

As indicated in Figure 4.1, more than 80% of the students involved in this research 

had a clear idea about their career aspirations for the future. The percentage of students who 

had not determined their possible future career was 12.1% for rural students and 16.2% for 

metropolitan students.  The most common category of career aspirations was professional. 

Rural students were 14.2% less likely to aspire to a professional career than metropolitan 

students (the difference was 21.5% for males and 6.4% for females).  

Professional careers were chosen by 55.9% of rural females, 62.3% of metropolitan 

females and 56.7% of metropolitan males. In contrast, the percentage of rural males who 

aspired to a professional career was approximately 20% less at 35.2%. Rural Year 10 students 

were less likely to choose a professional career than metropolitan Year 10, and both 

metropolitan and rural Year 12 VCE students. The Year 12 VCAL students had different 

aspirations. For rural VCAL students, 8.7% aspired to professional careers and 43.5% aspired 

to technician/trade careers, compared with 33.3% and 20.8% of their metropolitan 

counterparts, respectively.   

That less rural students aspired to a professional career was balanced by the fact that 15% of 

rural students, compared with 5.8% of metropolitan students, aspired to work in the 

technician/trade area. Of the rural males, 25.7% aspired to a technician/trade career, 
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compared with 3.9% for rural females, 11.9% for metropolitan males and 0% for 

metropolitan females. Community/personal careers, which included the military, police force, 

aged care and child care, formed the aspirations of 14.7% of metropolitan students and 21.7% 

of rural students. More than 30% of both rural and metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students 

aspired to community/personal careers. 

The most common career aspirations for the students were: 

 

 

 

Whilst the lists are similar, rural students were more likely to include trades (as 

observed in Figure 4.1) and careers in the Sciences, which were most commonly 

environmental, agricultural or careers related to the study or care of animals. 

More than 80% of both rural and metropolitan students aspired to a professional, 

community/personal, or technician/trade career. The groups most likely to aspire to a 

trade/technician career were rural males and rural and metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students. 

Those most likely to aspire to a community/personal career were rural females and rural and 

metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students.  

Knowing the aspirations of the students involved in this research, areas of the student 

survey related to the environmental, behavioural and personal influences on those aspirations 

will be examined, based on the SCAT framework (see Figure 3.3 in Chapter 3). 

Environmental determinants are considered in the next section. 

4.4 The Effect of Environmental Determinants on 

Student Aspirations 

Student aspirations were affected by factors related to themselves, their behaviours 

and their environment. In this section, the responses to the student survey, on items related to 

the environmental determinants, are presented. It is acknowledged that the factors included in 

this section were also affected by personal and behavioural determinants, as shown in Figure 

3.3, where the triadic reciprocality between the three determinants, is shown (Bandura, 2012). 

Figure 4.2 shows the environmental elements and factors from the SCAT framework. 

The environmental determinants considered in this research were “family and friends”, “place 

and rurality”, and “school”. Figure 4.2 also shows the factors related to each of the 

Rural: Trades, Teacher, Medical, Scientist, Engineer, Nursing, Veterinary Science, Sports Related 

Metropolitan: Teacher, Architect, Medical, Lawyer, Engineer, Computer Related, Nursing, Police 
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environmental determinants that were considered in this research. Each of these elements and 

factors will be examined in the following sections of this chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.2: SCAT – Environmental Determinants and Key Factors 

4.4.1   Place and Rurality  

In this section, consideration is given to the effects of the environmental factors, 

related to place and rurality, on student aspirations and outcome expectations. The factors are 

connection to place, staying or leaving and rural isolation. 

4.4.1.1   Place and Rurality – Connection to Place  

Most students in this research indicated that they were connected to their community. 

For some, the connection was strong, for others it was transient, whilst for others, there was 

no real connection at all. The survey contained three items which related to the perceived 

importance of the community for the students. They were: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.3. 

 

Item 38:   I feel comfortable and secure in the community/town where I live. 
 

Item 40:   My local community is important to me. 
 

Item 42:   In my local community, I get involved in activities such as sport, clubs and  

                 community work. 
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Figure 4.3: Student Perceptions of Their Community 

 

As indicated in Figure 4.3, the perceptions of rural and metropolitan students were 

similar for these items. Approximately 80% of both rural and metropolitan students felt safe 

and comfortable in their community, whilst approximately 60% thought that their community 

was important to them. The student groups who felt most comfortable and secure in the 

community were the rural and metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students, whilst the rural Year 10 

students were least likely to feel this way. Metropolitan Year 10 and rural Year 12 VCAL 

students were most likely to feel their community was important to them. Rural students were 

12.1% more likely to indicate that they were involved in community activities than 

metropolitan students. However, females were less likely to indicate this than males, by more 

than 20% for metropolitan females and 13% for rural females.  

Whilst one might have expected that connection to community would be a rural trait, 

as suggested by Petrin, et al. (2014), the data in this research showed that community was 

important to both rural and metropolitan students.   

That 60% of students felt that their community was important to them, indicates that 

40% of students did not value their community as strongly. This raised the question as to 

whether the students wanted to stay in the community or leave, either temporarily or 

permanently. Staying or leaving the community, for education, employment or other reasons, 

is considered in the next section. 
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4.4.1.2   Place and Rurality – Staying or Leaving     

The relationship between connection to community and the need for some students to 

leave, for personal reasons or to access employment or educational options, was the focus of 

three items from the survey. They were: 

 

 

 

 
 

The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.4: Connection to Community – Staying or Leaving 

Figure 4.4 indicates that 15.5% of rural students, compared with 24.3% of 

metropolitan students, never wanted to leave their community. The group most likely to 

never want to leave was the rural Year 12 VCAL students, of whom 43.5% never wanted to 

leave. There were two possible explanations here. The result could indicate that the rural 

Year 12 VCAL students were strongly connected to the community and did not want to leave, 

or, that they aspired strongly to a trade/technician career, which was available in the 

community, or both. 

Rural and metropolitan female students were more likely than their male counterparts 

to state that they would leave their community, for employment or to attend university or 

TAFE. The students least likely to indicate that they would leave for employment or 
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education reasons were metropolitan Year 10 students, metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students 

and metropolitan males. In relation to leaving as soon as possible, 42.2% of rural females 

wanted to do so. The result was 26.7% for rural males and 8.8% for metropolitan students.  

Overall, the data in Figure 4.4 showed that whilst many rural students would leave 

their community for employment or educational reasons, 15.5% never wanted to leave, and 

34.3% wanted to leave as soon as possible. If a rural student wanted to leave their 

community, it was more likely that the student was a female.   

A key reason for leaving a rural community is related to education or employment. 

For some students, however, it was related to the isolation of their rural community, or the 

desire for an opportunity to develop a different identity. Rural isolation is considered in the 

next section. 

4.4.1.3   Place and Rurality – Rural Isolation     

Many aspirations which involve further education can be expensive, especially for 

rural students living in a community where post-secondary education is not easily accessible. 

Two items in the survey focused on the cost of further education for students. The items 

were: 

 

 
 
 

The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.5: Student Perceptions of the Cost of University and TAFE 

Item 50:   I think that going to university or TAFE would be expensive. 
 

Item 51:   If I decide to go to university or TAFE, I would continue to live at my  

                 current home. 
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Figure 4.5 indicates that, with the exception of metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students, 

at least 70% of both rural and metropolitan students perceived that attending university or 

TAFE would be expensive. For rural Year 12 VCE students, the result was 92.6%. Whilst 

approximately 60% of metropolitan students expected that they would continue to live at 

home, less than 30% of rural students thought that they would do so. Rural Year 12 VCAL 

students provided different responses. More than 80% believed that they would live at home 

if they continued with education after secondary school. This was likely to be due to the fact 

that in some rural communities, there was a TAFE college, and generally, if a VCAL student 

continued with education after secondary school, it would be in a TAFE college. 

Overall, both rural and metropolitan students indicated that they would find the cost 

of education after secondary school to be expensive. For rural students, however, rural 

isolation would impact on the cost of attending university or TAFE. The cost of travel, 

accommodation and living expenses, as well as the cost of course fees, would make 

continuing education difficult for rural students, thus affecting career aspirations and outcome 

expectations. 

Rural students also faced the prospect of missing family and friends if they left their 

community, a reason often given for not leaving. The effect of family and friends on student 

aspirations is explored in the next section. 

4.4.2   Family and Friends   

In this section, consideration is given to the effect of family support and 

encouragement, family characteristics and the effect of friends, on student aspirations. In the 

SCAT framework, “Family and Friends” is an environmental determinant for student 

aspirations, as shown in Figure 4.2.   

4.4.2.1   Family and Friends – Family Support and Encouragement   

Families affected students and their aspirations through their support and 

encouragement. Three items in the survey related to parental and family support and 

encouragement. They were: 

 

 

 

 

 

Item 15:   If I have difficulty with my school work when I am at home, my family will  

                 help me with the work. 
 

Item 22:   My family encourages me to do well at school. 
 

Item 53:   My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school. 
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The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 4.6: Family Support and Encouragement 

Figure 4.6 indicates that there was a similarity between rural and metropolitan student 

responses for parents and family assisting with homework, for all students, male and female 

students, Year 10 students and Year 12 VCE students. The result for both rural and 

metropolitan students was between 70% and 80% for Year 10 students, and dropped to 

between 40% and 50% for Year 12 VCE students, reflecting the increased content knowledge 

needed to assist VCE students. Rural Year 12 VCAL students were 31.9% less likely to 

indicate that their parents helped with homework, than metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students.  

In relation to parents encouraging students to do well at school, there was little 

difference between rural and metropolitan student perceptions, except for Year 12 VCAL 

students, where rural students were 13.2% less likely to indicate that they were encouraged to 

do well at school than metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students. 

In relation to parents encouraging students to continue education beyond school, the 

difference between rural and metropolitan students was 10.1%, 15.3% for males and 4.7% for 

females. Rural males were more than 12% less likely to perceive that their parents 

encouraged them to continue education beyond year 12, than rural females, metropolitan 

males and metropolitan females. For Year 10 students, the rural result was 15.2% lower than 

the metropolitan result, which was partly attributable to the males’ result. Rural and 

metropolitan Year 12 VCE students were almost equally likely to indicate that their parents 

encouraged them to continue education. 
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For Year 12 VCAL students, 80% of metropolitan students perceived that they were 

encouraged by parents to continue education, whilst for rural students, the figure was less 

than 50%. This could reflect the aspirational nature of metropolitan parents, or the fact that 

rural Year 12 VCAL students did not see, or know about, the need to continue education in 

order to access their career of choice, and hence may not have sought their parents’ 

encouragement.  

When the different career aspirations of rural students were considered, the 

percentage of students who perceived that their parents encouraged them to continue 

education, was lowest for students who aspired to technician/trade careers (38.7%). This 

compared with 57.8% for community/personal aspirants and 86.2% for professional careers. 

For metropolitan students who aspired to a technician/trade career, 87.5% perceived that their 

parents encouraged them to continue education, a result that was higher than for those 

aspiring to professional or community/personal careers (see Figure A7.4 in Appendix 7).  

Overall, results for rural and metropolitan students were similar for assistance with 

homework and encouragement to do well at school. However, rural students, particularly 

males, were less likely to indicate that their parents encouraged them to continue with 

education, than metropolitan students. This was particularly true of rural technician/trade 

aspirants.  

An area of consideration, in this research, related to the characteristics of the students’ 

families. It has been found in previous research that the number of parents living at home 

with the student, parental education levels, the number of children in the family and the 

socio-economic background, impacted on student aspirations (Hansen & McIntire, 1989; 

Majoribanks, 2004; Provasnik et al., 2007). These areas are examined in the next section. 

4.4.2.2   Family and Friends – Family Characteristics   

In order to determine the effect of family characteristics on student aspirations, three 

items from the student survey were considered. These items related to whether the student 

perceived that they wanted to continue with education, whether they were smart enough to do 

so, and whether their parents supported and encouraged them to do so. The items were 

selected to determine whether family characteristics and demographics affected the 

aspirations of the student, in terms of continuing education after secondary school. The three 

items were: 
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The effect of family characteristics will be examined in the next four sections. 

4.4.2.3   Family Characteristics – Number of Parents Living in the Home 

To determine the effect of a student’s living circumstances on their aspirations, the 

data related to whether the family had one or two parents living at home with the student, was 

examined. Students from both one and two-parent families were considered, as well as a 

small group who were not living with parents (referred to as “other”). The distribution of the 

number of parents living in the student’s home is shown in Figure 4.7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.7: Student Living Arrangements – Two Parents, One Parent, Other 

Figure 4.7 indicates that approximately 70% of rural and metropolitan students lived 

in homes with their two parents. The differences were small for all student groupings, except 

for the Year 12 VCAL students where rural students were 22.8% less likely to come from a 

two-parent home than their metropolitan counterparts. Rural students were more likely to 

come from a one-parent home than metropolitan students, whilst almost 15% of metropolitan 

females and 21.7% of metropolitan VCE students, (including 31.2% of metropolitan female 

VCE students), did not live with their parents, compared with 4.9% of rural females.  

When the results for the three items, listed above, were examined, in relation to the 

number of parents living with the student, the results were:  

Item 26:   When I leave school, I want to continue with my education. 
 

Item 52:   I am smart enough to be able to do well at university or TAFE if I choose to  

                 go there. 
 

Item 53:   My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school. 
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Figure 4.8: The Influence of Living Arrangements on Student Aspirations 

As indicated in Figure 4.8, there were some differences between students from one-

parent families and those from two-parent families. The main differences were:  

(a) Rural males from one-parent families were almost 18.8% less likely to be encouraged to 

continue education beyond school than those from a two-parent family.   

(b) Metropolitan males from one-parent families were 26.4% less likely to aspire to continue 

education beyond secondary school than those from two-parent families.   

(c) Metropolitan females from one-parent families were 22.9% less likely to think that they 

were smart enough to continue education beyond secondary school, than those from two-

parent families. 

Whilst there were some areas of difference, the differences were not consistent and 

would require further research to create a definitive view. 

4.4.2.4   Family Characteristics – Parent Tertiary Education Levels   

To determine the effect of parent tertiary education on student aspirations, the tertiary 

education background of the students’ parent(s) was considered. The results, shown in Figure 

4.9, indicate that 4% more rural students came from a family where neither parent had 

attended university or TAFE, and that 12% less rural students came from a family where both 

parents had attended university or TAFE, compared to metropolitan students. The results did 

not include the 12% of rural students and 20% of metropolitan students who indicated that 

they did not know if their parents had attended university or TAFE.   
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Figure 4.9: Parent Tertiary Educational Background 

Figure 4.9 indicates that, for rural Year 10 students and both metropolitan and rural 

Year 12 VCAL students, the percentage of students where no parent had attended university 

or TAFE, was approximately 50%. For three metropolitan groups of students, namely 

females, Year 10 students and Year 12 VCE students, approximately 35% of students had 

two parents who had attended university or TAFE. 

In order to consider the influence, of whether the parent(s) of the student had attended 

university or TAFE, on student aspirations, the three items, listed in section 4.4.2.2 above, 

were considered in relation to whether no parent, or at least one parent, had attended 

university or TAFE. The student responses to the three items are shown in Figure 4.10. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.10: The Effect of Parent Tertiary Education on Student Aspirations 

Note: 0 parents = neither parent attended university or TAFE. 1 or more parents = at least one parent attended 

university or TAFE 
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As indicated in Figure 4.10, if a student had at least one parent who attended 

university or TAFE, then the student was more likely to aspire to attend university or TAFE, 

think they were smart enough to do so, and be encouraged to do so by their parents, than if 

neither parent had done so. This was true for both rural and metropolitan students, although 

for rural students, the differences were generally greater. Key differences were: 

(a) Rural students were 30.2% more likely to aspire to attend university or TAFE, if at least 

one parent did so (by 34.1% for females and 24.4% for males), than if no parents did so.  

(b) Rural males, whose parents did not attend university or TAFE, were 36.4% less likely to 

think that they were smart enough to attend university or TAFE, than rural males whose 

parents had done so. For metropolitan males, the difference was 14.5%. 

(c) Male and female rural students, whose parents had not attended university or TAFE, were 

approximately 25% less likely to perceive that they were encouraged by their parents to 

attend university or TAFE, than students where at least one parent had done so. For 

metropolitan students, the difference was 27% for females and 10% for males. 

(d) Similar patterns were observed when the students were divided by year levels (see Figure 

A7.1 in Appendix 7).  

Overall, parental education had an effect on student aspirations. The difference was 

greater for rural students, however. 

4.4.2.5   Family Characteristics – Socio-Economic Status    

Socio-economic status (SES) is often said to affect student outcomes and aspirations 

(for example, Lamb et al. (2014)). In this research, the SES of the school was considered to 

be a de-facto measure of the SES of the families of the students at the school. The measure 

used was the school’s ICSEA value (ACARA, 2014). 

For the purposes of this research, a school with an ICSEA value of 960 or less was 

considered to be low SES. If the ICSEA was between 961 and 1000, the school was 

considered to be medium SES, whilst a school with an ICSEA value above 1000 was 

considered to be high SES. The average ICSEA value of all schools in Australia is 1000 

(ACARA, 2014). 

The results of the same three items mentioned in section 4.4.2.2 were graphed against 

the SES of the student’s school (low, medium, high SES). The results are shown in Figure 

4.11. 
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Figure 4.11: The Effect of Socio-Economic Status on Student Aspirations 

Figure 4.11 indicates that, for rural students, moving from low to medium to high 

SES, the percentage of positive responses for each of the three items tended to increase. For 

example, for rural students, wanting to continue with education beyond secondary school, the 

results were 61.8% for low SES, 67.5% for medium SES and 84.2% for high SES.   

For metropolitan students, the pattern was different. The results for low, medium and 

high SES for the same item, were 92.4%, 73.3% and 100%, respectively. The percentage 

positive response for students from low SES schools was consistently above that of students 

from medium SES schools, although still below that of students from high SES schools. The 

pattern was replicated relatively consistently for each of the three items.  

The implication of this result is that, for metropolitan students, being from a low SES 

school is not as big a barrier as it is for rural students. The result could reflect the 

metropolitan students’ perception, that parents of students from low SES schools are more 

aspirational for their children than parents of students from medium SES schools.    

In the next section, the effect of the number of children in the family is considered. 

4.4.2.6   Family Characteristics – Number of Children 

In the literature, it has been stated that the size of a student’s family often affects the 

opportunities that a student has to continue education beyond secondary school (Majoribanks, 

2004). The number of children, in rural and metropolitan families, was considered for the 

students in this research. Figure 4.12 shows the distribution of the number of children in the 

families of the students.  

 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Metro Rural Metro Male Rural Male Metro Female Rural Female

The Effect of Socio-Economic Status on Student Aspirations 
- Male and Female

Low SES Medium SES High SES
Low SES Medium SES High SES
Low SES Medium SES High SES

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 P

o
si

ti
ve

 R
e

sp
o

n
se

 I want to continue my education after Year 12. 

I am smart enough to be able to do well at University/TAFE. 
My parents encourage me to attend University/TAFE. 

 



Page - 90 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.12: Number of Children in the Family 

Figure 4.12 indicates that 24.3% of metropolitan students involved in the research 

came from a family with four or more children, whilst 44.2% were from families with one or 

two children. The results for rural students were 42.0% and 24.6%, respectively. Rural 

students were 17.7% more likely to come from a family with 4 or more children, and 19.6% 

less likely to come from a family with 2 children or less, than metropolitan students. For rural 

Year 10 students and rural Year 12 VCAL students, 47.8% came from families with at least 4 

children. On average, rural families had more children than metropolitan families. 

The results of the same three items, mentioned in section 4.4.2.2, were graphed 

against the number of children in the family. The results are shown in Figure 4.13.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.13: The Effect of the Number of Children in the Family on Student Aspirations 
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Figure 4.13 indicates that the size of the family has an effect on student aspirations. 

Where the family is larger (4 or more children): 

(a) Rural females and metropolitan males, in particular, were approximately 20% less 

likely to indicate that they wanted to continue with education, than those from smaller 

families (1 to 3 children);  

(b) Males (both rural and metropolitan), from larger families, were approximately 20% 

less likely to think that they were smart enough to continue education, than those from 

smaller families; 

(c) Rural and metropolitan females from larger families, were 8.6% and 19.6%, 

respectively, less likely to think that their parents encouraged them to continue with 

education, than those from smaller families.  

Whilst Majoribanks (2004) suggested the effect of family size was relatively small, in 

this research, it was inconsistent. The results for rural females from larger families was 

important given the high percentage of rural students who came from larger families.  

Having considered the effect of parents and families, the effect of friends on student 

aspirations is examined in the next section. 

4.4.2.7   Family and Friends – Friends and Peers  

Friends have been said to influence student aspirations through providing 

encouragement to do so. It has also been suggested that friends can discourage students from 

continuing education beyond school due to fear of losing friendships (Oswald & Clark, 2003; 

Halsey, 2018). 

Two items in the survey focused on the influence of friends and peers. They were: 

 

 

 
 

Whilst the first item refers to both friends and family, it elucidated the fact that 

students, if they left their community to obtain employment, or to attend university or TAFE, 

would find it difficult, in part, because they would miss their friends. A positive result for this 

item related to the fact that students agreed that they would miss their family and friends. In 

the second item, a positive result was recorded when students disagreed with the statement, 

so a positive result occurred where the student indicated that friends were supportive of them 

Item 46:   If I left my local community to get a job or go to university or TAFE, I  

                 would miss my family and friends. 
 

Item 56:   My friends do not want me to go to university or TAFE. 
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going to university or TAFE. The results for the two items are shown in Figure 4.14, where 

Item 56 is changed to “My friends are supportive of me going to university or TAFE”.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.14: The Effect of Friends on Student Aspirations 

Figure 4.14 indicates that more than 80% of both rural and metropolitan students 

believed that they would miss their friends and family if they left their local community. The 

differences between rural and metropolitan students were generally small, especially for Year 

12 VCE students where the difference was 0.2%. Rural students were 21.8% less likely to 

agree that their friends were supportive of them going to university or TAFE, than 

metropolitan students. This figure varied from 12.8% for Year 12 VCE students to 52.6% for 

Year 12 VCAL students. The friends of rural male students and rural Year 12 VCAL students 

were least likely to be supportive of the student going to university or TAFE.  

Overall, both rural and metropolitan students would miss friends and family if they 

left home, and friends of rural male students and rural Year 12 VCAL students, were least 

likely to be perceived as being supportive of the student continuing education beyond school. 

The third environmental determinant, “school” is examined in the next section. 

4.4.3   Schools 

Schools and teachers can affect student aspirations in many ways. In this research, 

school and teacher support, encouragement and expectations, the curriculum available to the 

students and the quality of careers and pathways programs were considered. These areas are 
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examined throughout this section, as are the perceptions of the students about their school, 

and their perceptions about how rural and metropolitan schools compare with each other. 

4.4.3.1   Schools – Student Perceptions of Their School 

One item in the survey focused on student perceptions of their own school. The item 

was: 

 

 
 

 

 The results are shown in Figure 4.15. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.15: Student Perceptions of their School 

Figure 4.15 indicates that approximately 80% of metropolitan students and 50% of 

rural students thought that their school was a very good school. This was consistent for males 

and females. The percentage positive response was highest for both rural and metropolitan 

Year 12 VCAL students. The lowest percentage positive response was from rural Year 10 

students (43.3%), whilst the highest was 95.8%, for metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students.  

Overall, approximately half of rural students in this research thought that their school 

was a “very good school”. Whether the student’s perception of the quality of the school 

impacted on whether the student aspired to attend university or TAFE, is considered in 

section 4.7, where correlation coefficients are examined. 

From a student’s point of view, whether a school is very good or not, is often related 

to the quality of the teaching provided to the students. Teacher support and encouragement 

are considered in the next section.    

Item 33:   I think that my school is a very good school. 

 
 

 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

All Male Female Year 10 Year 12 VCE Year 12 VCAL

I think my school is a very good school - Percentage 
Positive Response 

Metro Rural

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 P
o

si
ti

ve
 R

es
p

o
n

se



Page - 94 
 

4.4.3.2   Schools – Teacher Support and Encouragement  

Two items from the survey related to teacher support and encouragement. They were: 

 

 

 
 

 

The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.16. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.16: The Effect of Teacher Support and Encouragement on Student Aspirations 

The results, shown in Figure 4.16, indicate that the rural results were consistently 

lower than the metropolitan results. Rural students were 14.8% less likely (4.7% for males 

and 24.9% for females) to believe that their school was preparing them well for life after 

school, than metropolitan students. For the item related to teachers encouraging students to 

continue with education beyond year 12, rural students were 11.9% less likely to provide a 

positive response, than metropolitan students. The difference was more than 20% for Year 10 

and Year 12 VCAL students. Rural and metropolitan Year 12 VCE students differed by only 

2.3% in relation to their teachers encouraging them to continue education.  

When different career aspirations were considered, the percentage of rural students, 

who perceived that their teachers encouraged them to continue education, was least for 

students who aspired to technician/trade careers (48.4%), compared with 48.9% for 

community/personal aspirants and 71.3%, for those aspiring to professional careers. For 

metropolitan students who aspired to a technician/trade career or to a professional career, 

75% perceived that their teachers encouraged them to continue education after secondary 
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Item 32:    I think that my school is preparing me well for life after school. 
 

Item 54:    The teachers at my school encourage me to attend university or TAFE after  

                   I leave school. 

My school is preparing me well for life after school. 

My teachers encourage me to go to university / TAFE. 
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school. For metropolitan students who aspired to community/personal careers, the result was 

85% (see Figure A7.5 in Appendix 7).  

Overall, rural students, when compared with metropolitan students, were less likely to 

agree that their school was preparing them well for the future and, with the exception of Year 

12 VCE students, that their teachers encouraged them to continue with their education 

beyond year 12. Rural students, who aspired to a technician/trade career, were almost 30% 

less likely to perceive that their teachers encouraged them to continue education, than 

metropolitan technician/trade aspirants.   

A key area of education relates to curriculum, which is considered in the next section.

4.4.3.3   Schools – Curriculum 

It has been suggested that the curriculum in many rural schools is predominantly a 

metropolitan based curriculum (Sher & Sher, 1994; Gruenewald & Smith, 2008; 

Bartholomaeus, 2013). As Sher and Sher stated, “a concerted effort to make the rural 

community the foundation and focal point of the curriculum (rather than remaining incidental 

to it)” is needed (Sher & Sher, 1994, p. 22). 

In the student survey, one item focused on the school’s curriculum. The item was: 

 

 
 

The results for this item are shown in Figure 4.17.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.17: Student Perceptions of Learning about the Local Community 

Item 39:    At my school, I learn about my local community. 
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Figure 4.17 indicates that less than 50% of students, both rural and metropolitan, 

agreed that they learned about their local community at school. The exception was the Year 

12 VCAL students, who had a 70% positive response (metropolitan – 75% and rural – 

69.6%), reflecting the student perception that the VCAL curriculum provided flexibility, and 

that there was a greater attempt to engage students with curriculum content related to the 

local context. Whether there is a correlation, between curriculum and aspirations to continue 

education, is examined in section 4.7 of this chapter. 

4.4.3.4   Schools – Careers and Pathways 

The Department of Education and Training (DET) publication, on improving careers 

education, stressed the need for excellence in careers and pathways education, as a way to 

motivate students to imagine future careers and aspirations (DET, 2019a).   

Two items in the survey related to careers and pathways programs. They were:  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

For the first of these items, a positive response was where a student disagreed with the 

statement, whilst for the second item, a positive response was where a student agreed with the 

statement. The results, showing the percentage of positive responses, are shown in Figure 

4.18.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.18: Student Perceptions of Careers Education 

Item 28:    At my school, I have not been provided with enough information  

                  regarding university and TAFE courses and possible careers. 
 

 

Item 29:    My school provides opportunities for me to explore and imagine possible  

                  future careers and to decide what I want to do after I leave school. 
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As indicated in Figure 4.18, 52.2% of metropolitan students and 38.2% of rural 

students indicated that they had received enough careers advice related to employment and 

education options. For metropolitan students, 77.2% indicated that they had been provided 

with opportunities to explore future careers, compared with 58.5% of rural students. For Year 

12 VCAL students, 87.5% of metropolitan and 78.3% of rural students were positive about 

being given opportunities to explore possible careers, a reflection of the perceptions of 

students, regarding the work-related programs available in the VCAL curriculum. However, 

rural Year 12 VCAL students were 27.3% less likely than metropolitan Year 12 VCAL 

students, to agree that they had received enough information about university and TAFE 

options. The effectiveness of careers and pathways education was followed up in focus 

groups.  

Overall, schools had a significant influence on student aspirations through teacher 

support and encouragement, careers and pathways programs and the curriculum offered to 

students. The perception of the students was that rural schools were not as effective as 

metropolitan schools in these areas. Student perceptions of how rural and metropolitan 

schools compare are explored in the next section. 

4.4.3.5   Schools – Student Perceptions of Rural and Metropolitan Schools 

  Several items in the survey focused on student perceptions of rural and metropolitan 

schools in comparison to each other. 

The items required rural students to rate how they thought rural schools compared 

with metropolitan schools. Metropolitan students were asked to rate how they thought 

metropolitan schools compared with rural schools. In providing their responses, the students 

were made aware that this was their perception, based on what they had seen, heard or read. 

The results were a reflection of what the students thought about the comparison between rural 

and metropolitan schools. For these items:  

(a) a positive response was considered to be “about the same”, “more” or “much more”, 

“better” or “much better” and “higher” or “much higher”.  

(b) a negative response was “less” or “much less”, “worse” or “much worse” and “lower” 

or “much lower”.  

The items were: 
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The results, showing the percentage of positive responses for these items, are shown 

in Figure 4.19. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.19: Comparison of Rural and Metropolitan Schools 

 

Item 

No. 
Survey Item 

57 Metropolitan 
Do you think that students from metropolitan schools study more or less 

than students from rural schools? 

58 Metropolitan 
Do you think that students from metropolitan schools are more or less 

likely to go to university than students from rural schools? 

60 Metropolitan 
Do you think that metropolitan schools have better or worse teachers 

than rural schools? 

61 Metropolitan 
Do you think that metropolitan schools have higher or lower expectations 

of students than rural schools?  

64 Metropolitan 

Do you think that students from metropolitan schools have a better or 

worse understanding of possible future careers than students from rural 

schools?  

57 Rural 
Do you think that students from rural schools study more or less than 

students from metropolitan schools? 

58 Rural 
Do you think that students from rural schools are more or less likely to go 

to university than students from metropolitan schools? 

60 Rural 
Do you think that rural schools have better or worse teachers than 

metropolitan schools? 

61 Rural 
Do you think that rural schools have higher or lower expectations of 

students than metropolitan schools?  

64 Rural 

Do you think that students from rural schools have a better or worse 

understanding of possible future careers than students from metropolitan 

schools? 
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Figure 4.19 indicates that metropolitan students were more likely to be positive about 

metropolitan schools, than rural students were about rural schools. More than 90% of 

metropolitan students considered metropolitan schools to be the same or better than rural 

schools in each of the five areas, whilst less than 60% of rural students considered rural 

schools to be the same or better than metropolitan schools in three of the five areas. For the 

items related to teachers (item 60) and careers (Item 64), approximately 70% of rural students 

thought that rural schools were the same or better then metropolitan schools. The results 

related to different year levels, which show similar trends, are shown in Figure A7.2 in 

Appendix 7.  

Overall, rural students were more likely to believe that rural students, when compared 

with metropolitan students, studied less, were less likely to attend university or TAFE, had 

worse teachers, had lower expectations placed on them, and had less understanding of 

possible future careers. Rural students perceived that rurality, family, friends, and school 

affected their aspirations and outcome expectations for the future.  

The students, in this research, were also influenced by their behaviours. The effect of 

the behavioural determinants on student aspirations is considered in the next section. 

4.5 The Effect of Behavioural Determinants on Student   

Aspirations 

In this research, the behavioural determinants in SCAT included the behaviours of 

students in relation to school and behaviours related to the determination of aspirations for 

the future. Figure 4.20 shows the section of SCAT related to behavioural determinants.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.20: SCAT – Behavioural Determinants and Key Factors 

Future focused behaviours will be considered in the first section.  
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4.5.1   Future Focused Behaviours – Planning for the Future 

The capacity of a student to find information, related to their possible future career, 

from a range of sources, strengthens their understanding of their possible future directions 

and their belief that they can be successful. How students find information regarding future 

careers is examined in this section.   

One item from the student survey related to where students sought information about 

their future aspirations. The item was: 

 

 

 

The results for this item are shown in Figure 4.21. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4.21: Source of Advice Regarding Aspirations 

As indicated in Figure 4.21, the major source of future focused careers information, 

for both rural and metropolitan students, was the student’s family. Teachers were the second 

highest source of careers advice, although rural students were more than 10% less likely to 

indicate that their teachers were the main source of aspirational advice, than metropolitan 

students. For all student groups, the percentage of rural students, who indicated that they 

received most aspirational advice from teachers, was less than that for the equivalent 

metropolitan student groups. The highest teacher percentages were for metropolitan Year 12 

VCE students (31.7%) and metropolitan females (30.4%). The lowest teacher percentages 

were for rural Year 12 VCE students (11.7%) and rural females (13.7%). Also, approximately 
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Item 31: When working out what I want to do when I leave school, I get most advice from: 
 

(a) My family   (b)  Friends   (c) Teachers  (d)  No one  (e)  The internet        
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30% of rural females and rural Year 12 VCE students obtained most careers information from 

the internet or from no one. The source of career aspirations advice was further examined in 

focus groups (see Chapter 5).   

One of the behaviours of students related to whether they aspired to continue 

education after finishing secondary school. This is considered in the next section. 

4.5.2   Student Behaviours - Aspiration to Continue Education 

Positive aspirations for the future often provide the impetus for students to succeed at 

school (Cross & Markus, 1994; Prince & Nurius, 2014). Also, positive student behaviours at 

school can influence positive future aspirations (Quaglia, 1989; Quaglia & Cobb, 1996). In 

this research, based on the high percentage of careers aspired to by the students, for which 

some education beyond secondary school was a requirement, it was expected that a high 

percentage of students would aspire to continue with education beyond secondary school.  

The intentions of students, in relation to whether they wanted to complete Year 12 

and whether they aspired to continue with education, usually at university or TAFE, after 

completing secondary schooling, are considered here.  

Two items in the survey related to student intentions to finish year 12 and to continue 

their education after finishing secondary school. They were: 

 

 

 
 
 

The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.22.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.22: Completing Year 12 and Continuing Education 
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Figure 4.22 indicates that the percentage of rural students who wanted to complete 

year 12 was 8.9% lower than that for metropolitan students. For males, the difference was 

11.8% whilst for females it was 5.9%. The difference was 14.4% for Year 10 students, 3.2% 

for Year 12 VCE students and 13.2% for Year 12 VCAL students. 

Rural students were 19.4% less likely to indicate that they wanted to continue 

education beyond year 12, than metropolitan students. This difference varied depending on 

the group of students. For rural males, 56.2% indicated that they would continue education 

after secondary school, compared with 88.1% for metropolitan males, 87% for metropolitan 

females and 80.4% for rural females. The results for rural year level groups were affected by 

the relatively low result for rural males, with the lowest percentage being for rural Year 12 

VCAL students at 39.1%. For rural Year 12 VCE students, more than 80% wanted to continue 

education.  

Overall, rural male students were significantly less likely, than metropolitan students 

and rural females, to aspire to continue with education beyond year 12. This posed the 

question as to whether rural males aspired to careers that they perceived did not require 

education beyond year 12. That question was answered through an item in the student survey, 

which focused on whether students needed to continue with education in order to realise 

career aspirations. The item was: 

 

 
 

 

The results for this item, and for the item “When I leave school, I want to continue 

with my education”, are shown in Figure 4.23. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4.23: Comparison between Wanting and Needing to Continue Education 

Item 47: To get the job that I want when I leave school, I need to go to university or TAFE. 
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Figure 4.23 indicates that there is a strong similarity between the percentage of 

students who wanted to continue their education after secondary school and the percentage 

who perceived the need to continue with education in order to realise their career aspirations. 

Whilst 68.1% of rural students wanted to continue education after finishing secondary school, 

66.2% indicated that they needed to continue education. For metropolitan students, the 

percentages were 87.5% and 80.1%, respectively. For rural students, the percentages for 

wanting and needing to continue education differed by less than 10% for all student 

groupings, whilst for metropolitan student groups, the differences were less than 15%. This 

suggested that there may be a strong correlation between these two items. The correlation 

between these two items is considered in section 4.7. 

The students least likely to perceive that they needed to continue education after year 

12 were rural males, rural Year 10 students and rural Year 12 VCAL students. This implies 

that many rural males believed that they would find a job, which did not require further 

education and study.   

4.5.3   Student Behaviours – Behaviours in Relation to School 

Student behaviours at school and a positive academic self-concept have been found to 

impact on student aspirations (Prince & Nurius, 2014). In this research, the students’ 

perceptions of their results at school and whether they tried hard to get good results were 

considered. In the survey, three items focused on this area. They were: 

 

 

 

 

 

The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.24 which indicates that, for the three 

items, the percentage positive response for rural students was consistently below that of 

metropolitan students. In relation to saying that they tried hard to get good results, rural and 

metropolitan females were relatively equally likely to agree, although rural males were 11% 

less likely to agree than rural females and were 20.7% less likely to agree than metropolitan 

males.  

The groups of students, where the highest percentage thought that their results at 

school were very good, were all metropolitan students, namely males, Year 10 students and 

Item 10:    I think that the results I have achieved at school are very good. 

Item 16:    Even when the work in class is difficult or challenging, I always perform  

                  very well. 

Item 21:    I try hard to get good results in my subjects at school. 
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Year 12 VCAL students. The groups with the lowest percentages were rural Year 12 VCAL 

students, rural males and metropolitan Year 12 VCE students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.24: Student Behaviours in Relation to School 

Rural males and females were 18.6% and 10.7%, respectively, less likely than their 

metropolitan counterparts to indicate that they performed well even when the work was 

challenging. Rural males, rural Year 12 VCE students and rural Year 10 students were least 

likely to agree to this statement, whilst rural and metropolitan Year 12 VCAL and 

metropolitan males were the most likely to agree. 

A key element of student behaviours related to home study. One question, related to 

this, was asked in the survey. The item was: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This item focused on barriers to studying at home, including whether there were other 

aspects of the student’s life that prevented them from studying. The results are shown in 

Figure 4.25, which shows that for rural students, the two most common barriers to studying at 

home were sporting commitments (35.7% of students) and part-time employment (35.3% of 

students). These results were much higher than for metropolitan students, for whom “I cannot 

be bothered” was the most common barrier (33.8% of students), although, for metropolitan 

females and metropolitan Year 12 students, the result for part-time work was above 30%. 
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Figure 4.25: Barriers to Studying at Home  

A question, related to enablers to studying at home, was included in the survey. It 

resulted in similar results for rural and metropolitan students, with the most common responses 

being “I have my own desk”, “I listen to music” and “my family knows the importance of 

study”. The graph presenting this information is shown in Figure A7.3, in Appendix 7. 

One item in the survey related to whether other activities affected the student’s capacity 

to do their homework or study. The item was: 

 

 

The results for this item are shown in Figure 4.26. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.26: Percentage of Students Who Miss Homework Due to Other Activities 
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Item 20: I often miss completing homework because there are other things to do after school. 
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As indicated in Figure 4.26, rural students were almost twice as likely, as metropolitan 

students, to agree that they missed doing homework due to being involved in other activities 

outside school (rural 41.1% and metropolitan 22.8%). Rural males were the most likely to miss 

homework for this reason, with almost 50% agreeing that they did so, followed by rural Year 

12 VCAL students and rural Year 10 students. The metropolitan students, who were most 

likely to miss completing homework due to other activities, were the Year 12 VCAL students, 

but they were less likely to miss homework than any rural group of students. Overall, other 

activities impacted on homework and study more for rural students than they did for 

metropolitan students. 

As well as being affected by environmental and behavioural determinants, elements 

related to personal determinants also affected student aspirations. The effect of personal 

determinants is considered in the next section.  

4.6 The Effect of Personal Determinants on Student 

Aspirations 

In this section, the results of the student survey items, related to personal determinants 

from SCAT, are examined. The elements of identity and self-efficacy were considered. The 

key factors were part-time employment and sport, goal setting and success, and the student’s 

perceived capacity to continue with education. Figure 4.27 shows the section of SCAT related 

to personal determinants. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.27: SCAT – Personal Determinants and Key Factors 

4.6.1   Identity – Part-Time Work and Sport 

It is often argued that part-time work detracts from school study, but aids future 

employability and aspirations (Marsh & Kleitman, 2005; Patton & Smith, 2010). Barling, 

Rogers and Kelloway (1995) found that the number of hours worked did not significantly affect 
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student outcomes, but that the usefulness of the part-time work for future employment was 

positive in terms of aspirations. For many students in this research, a part-time job was an 

element of their identity, as noted by Maslen (2009), who found that males often equated their 

part-time job with the capacity to purchase, for example, a car. The students in this research 

indicated that part-time work impacted on home study, as shown in Figure 4.25, above.   

In the survey, students were asked to indicate the number of hours that they worked in 

their part-time job in a typical week. The results are shown in Figure 4.28. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.28: Student Part-Time Employment Hours  

 

Figure 4.28 indicates that the percentage of students in this research, who had a part-

time job, was 42.6% for metropolitan students and 61.8% for rural students, a difference of 

19.2%. Males were less likely to have a part-time job than females, in both rural and 

metropolitan areas. The students least likely to have a part-time job were metropolitan Year 10 

students, of whom 73.1% did not have a part-time job. The students most likely to have a part-

time job were metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students (75%), rural Year 12 VCE students 

(69.1%) and rural females (67.6%). It was noted that 25% of metropolitan Year 12 VCAL 

students worked more than 13 hours per week, compared with rural Year 12 VCAL students for 

whom the percentage was 8.7%.  

Given the high percentage of students who had a part-time job, the perceived effect of 

part-time work on study was examined. In the survey, the item related to this was:   
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Table 4.2 shows the responses for students who had a part-time job and those who did 

not.    

 

The Effect of Part-time Employment and Sporting Commitments on Study 
 

 
 

Students With a Part-time Job 
 

 

Students Without a Part-time Job 
  

Response  Agree or Strongly Agree Agree or Strongly Agree 

Metropolitan Males 21%   9% 

Metropolitan Females 27%   9% 

Rural Males 49% 19% 

Rural Females 35% 18% 
 

Table 4.2: Effect of Part-time Employment and Sporting Commitments on Study – Rural and Metropolitan 

Table 4.2 indicates that, for rural males, 19% of students who did not have a part-time 

job indicated that their study was affected by sporting commitments and their part-time job. 

This percentage increased to 49% for students who had a part-time job, a difference of 30% 

which could be attributable to the part-time employment. The differences were 17% for rural 

females, 18% for metropolitan females and 12% for metropolitan males.  

Sport and part-time employment were a significant part of the lives of students in this 

research. For rural students, sport and their part-time job affected homework and study, thus 

affecting academic outcomes at school and, in turn, affecting aspirations and outcome 

expectations. However, sport and part-time employment were positive contributors to life 

satisfaction and leisure activities which, as suggested by Ahuja (2016), contributed to self-

efficacy. Self-efficacy is explored further in the next section. 

4.6.2   Identity and Self-Efficacy – Goal Setting and Success 

A student’s self-efficacy is a key personal determinant. The ability to set goals for the 

future, to know what success means, and to have a belief in one’s capacity to continue with 

education, if that is what one desires, are all factors relating to self-efficacy and identity.   

Being able to set goals for the future, and having the motivation to achieve those goals, 

relates strongly to a student’s self-efficacy, allowing students to believe that they can be 

successful (Bandura, 1977). Two items in the survey related to goal setting and whether 

students thought that they would be able to achieve their goals. The items were: 

 

 

 

Item 27:   I think I will be able to achieve all of the goals that I have set myself for  

                 the future in terms of my education and my career. 
 

Item 49:   I have very clear goals for my future in terms of my education and my  

                 career. 
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The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.29.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.29: Goal Setting for the Future 

As indicated in Figure 4.29, there were small differences between the student groups in 

relation to having clear goals for the future. The exception was rural Year 12 VCAL students, 

who had the lowest percentage positive response, at 56.4%, a result that was 18% lower than 

the metropolitan Year 12 VCAL result which, in turn, was the highest result for all student 

groups. In relation to the perception of students that they would be able to achieve their goals, 

the result for rural males (68.6%) was below the results for rural females and both metropolitan 

males and females (80.4%, 82.1% and 79.7%, respectively). That rural males were less certain 

that they will achieve their goals, adds to the consistently lower results of rural males in many 

areas of the survey.  Whether goal setting correlates with wanting to continue education after 

secondary school is considered in section 4.7. 

Related to goal setting is the concept of success, and whether students perceive that they 

have been successful in life and at school. Success was considered to be an important indicator 

of student aspirations, based on Bandura’s notion that a student who experienced success was 

more likely to have higher aspirations than one who did not (Bandura, 1997, p. 39). Three items 

in the survey related to the student’s perception of their own success. The items were: 
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The results for these items are shown in figure 4.30. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.30: Success in Life and at School 

 

As indicated in Figure 4.30, both rural and metropolitan students responded similarly in 

relation to whether they had been successful with the things they had tried in their lives so far. 

One group, the rural Year 12 VCAL students, were, however, almost 30% less likely to agree 

with this.  

In terms of school success, between 70% and 80% of both rural and metropolitan 

students responded positively. The lowest percentage of positive responses came from rural 

males, rural Year 10 students and metropolitan VCE students, where the positive response rates 

were 70.5%, 70% and 71.7%, respectively, whilst the highest results came from metropolitan 

Year 12 VCAL students (87.5%) and metropolitan Year 10 students (84.6%).  

There were differences in relation to students equating success in the future with 

enrolling in a university or TAFE course. The rural result was consistently close to 40%, whilst 

the metropolitan result was close to 60%. For the Year 12 VCAL group, both metropolitan and 

rural, less than 25% agreed. The VCAL student result was so low that it affected the overall 

results significantly. With the Year 12 VCAL students not included, 65.2% of metropolitan 

students and 45.7% of rural students felt that they would consider themselves as successful only 

if they were accepted into a university or TAFE course. The difference between rural and 

metropolitan students remained approximately 20%, a consistent difference for rural and 

metropolitan males, females, Year 10 and Year 12 VCE students. 
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Related to this is whether students perceived that they had the capacity to continue with 

their education. This is examined in the next section. 

4.6.3   Self-Efficacy – Capacity to Continue with Education 

Two items in the survey provided an insight into the capacity of a student to continue 

with education, focusing on whether they thought they had the capacity to do so (indicated by 

their belief that they were smart enough to do so), and whether the student was bored with 

study, a possible indicator that they would not want to continue with education. The two items 

were: 

 

 

Item 19 is a reverse item. A positive response occurred if the student disagreed or 

strongly disagreed with the statement. The results for these items are shown in Figure 4.31, 

which gives the percentage positive response for the reverse of Item 19, namely, “I do not find 

studying and schoolwork to be boring”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.31: Capacity to Continue with Education 

Figure 4.31 indicates that there was little difference between rural and metropolitan 

students in terms of their perceptions as to whether they were smart enough to do well at 

university or TAFE. The lowest results were for rural males and rural Year 10 students, where 

the percentage who were positive was approximately 60%, compared with 70% for other 

groups of students. 

Item 52:     I am smart enough to be able to do well at university or TAFE if I decide  

                   to go there. 
 

Item 19:     I find studying and schoolwork to be boring. 
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In relation to whether students found schoolwork to be boring, rural and metropolitan 

females were approximately 20% less likely to find schoolwork to be boring than their male 

counterparts. The difference between the percentage of rural males and females, related to 

finding schoolwork boring, was similar to the difference between whether rural males and 

females wanted to continue education beyond secondary school (see Figure 4.22). 

Overall, the self-efficacy of the students was generally positive, with high percentages 

of students perceiving that they had been successful at school and in life and that they had the 

capacity to continue with education if they wanted to. Where there were differences, they 

related to the rural male students and rural Year 12 VCAL students. Male students, both rural 

and metropolitan, were 20% more likely to find schoolwork to be boring than their female 

counterparts. Of all groups studied, rural males and rural Year 12 VCAL students had the 

lowest percentage of positive responses to most self-efficacy items. 

In the next section, the correlation coefficients between survey items, and whether a 

student wanted to continue with further education, are examined.   

4.7 Correlations between the Survey Items and Student 

Aspirations 

In this research, correlations between items in the student survey and the aspirations of 

students to attend university or TAFE were considered. As outlined in Chapter 3, correlation 

coefficients were determined, using IBM SPSS, for all Likert 5-scale items in the survey, as 

well as for items related to socio-economic status, parental tertiary education, the number of 

siblings and the number of parents living at home with the student.   

The Spearman Rank Correlation coefficient (rs) was used, based on the ordinal nature 

of the survey data, as recommended by De Winter, Gosling and Potter (2016) and Pallant 

(2016), and as discussed in Chapter 3. Appendix 8 shows the correlation between each of the 

Likert 5-scale items in the survey, against the key item: “When I leave school, I want to 

continue with my education”.   

From the items listed in Appendix 8, eleven items displayed medium to strong 

correlation for all rural students (p < .01), whilst thirteen items displayed medium to strong 

correlation for at least one group of rural students. Three items displayed medium to strong 

correlation for all metropolitan students (p < .01), whilst six items displayed medium to strong 

correlation for at least one group of metropolitan students. 



Page - 113 
 

Tables 4.3 and 4.4 show the Spearman Rank Correlation coefficient for the items which 

displayed medium to strong correlation, against the item, “When I leave school, I want to 

continue with my education”. The correlation results for rural students are shown in Table 4.3, 

and those for metropolitan students are in Table 4.4. The right-hand column indicates whether 

the survey item was a personal, behavioural or environmental determinant. Tables 4.3 and 4.4 

include survey items where the correlation coefficient was greater than 0.3 or less than -0.3. 

The shading indicates the strength and significance of the correlation.  

 
 

 

 

Apart from the items in Tables 4.3 and 4.4, there were no other Likert 5-scale items 

from the survey where the correlation coefficient was greater than 0.3 or less than -0.3. 

Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient comparing “When I leave school, I want to continue 

with my education” with Survey Items – Rural Students 

Survey Item Rural 
Rural 

Male 

Rural 

Female 

Rural 

Year 

10 

Rural 

Year 

12 

VCE 

Rural 

Year 

12 

VCAL 

Determinant 

I find studying and schoolwork to be 
boring 

-.369 -.332 -.264 -.351 -.462 -.284 Personal 

I intend to complete year 12 .611 .552 .642 .737 .496 .169 Personal 

I think I will be able to achieve the 

goals that I have set myself in terms of 
my education and career 

.444 .393 .425 .500 .516 -.166 Personal 

I think that my time at school has been 

successful so far 
.323 .229 .370 .339 .383 .317 Personal 

I have very clear goals for my future in 

terms of my education and my career 
.213 .022 .338 .258 .352 -.351 Personal 

I am smart enough to be able to do well 

at university or TAFE if I choose to go 

there 

.459 .388 .510 .451 .448 .545 Personal 

I try hard to get good results in my 

subjects at school 
.426 .274 .485 .504 .478 -.189 Behavioural 

To get the job that I want when I leave 
school, I have to go to university or 

TAFE 

.645 .589 .642 .735 .550 .375 Behavioural 

I never want to leave the 
community/town where I live 

-.342 -.416 -.210 -.283 -.344 -.127 Environmental 

I would leave the town where I live in 

order to get a good job or to go to 
university/TAFE 

.455 .333 .492 .478 .388 -.001 Environmental 

My parents encourage me to attend 

university or TAFE after I leave school 
.566 .623 .493 .613 .453 .472 Environmental 

The teachers at my school encourage 

me to attend university or TAFE after I 

leave school 

.380 .446 .267 .414 .261 .530 Environmental 

My friends do not want me to go to 

university or TAFE 
-.361 -.282 -.288 -.336 -.302 -.238 Environmental 

 

Table 4.3: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to Continue Education with 13 Survey 

Items – Rural Students 

(a) Blue shading      – correlation greater than 0.3 or less than -0.3, with significance of p < .01; 

(b) Yellow shading  – correlation greater than 0.3 or less than -0.3, with significance of p < .05; 

(c) Green shading    – correlation greater than 0.3 or less than -0.3, with significance of p > .05.  
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Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient comparing “When I leave school, I want to continue 

with my education” with Survey Items – Metropolitan Students 

Survey Item Metro 
Metro 

Male 

Metro 

Female 

Metro 

Year 

10 

Metro 

Year 

12 

VCE 

Metro 

Year 

12 

VCAL 

Determinant 

I intend to complete year 12 
.341 .390 .278 .251 .338 .508 Personal 

I am smart enough to be able to do 

well at university or TAFE if I choose 

to go there 

.130 .177 .107 .137 .066 .302 Personal 

I try hard to get good results in my 

subjects at school 
.297 .236 .364 .312 .312 .221 Behavioural 

To get the job that I want when I leave 
school, I have to go to university or 

TAFE 

.512 .477 .548 .302 .571 .635 Behavioural 

My parents encourage me to attend 
university or TAFE after I leave 

school 

.475 .567 .366 .354 .507 .586 Environmental 

My friends do not want me to go to 
university or TAFE 

-.259 -.384 -.074 -.230 -.348 -.069 Environmental 

 

Table 4.4: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to Continue Education with 6 Survey 

Items – Metropolitan Students 

For rural students, the thirteen items showing medium to high correlation for at least 

one group of students were: 

1. I find studying and schoolwork to be boring (negative correlation); 

2. I try hard to get good results in my subjects at school; 

3. I intend to complete year 12; 

4. I think I will be able to achieve the goals that I have set myself in terms of my 

education and career; 

5. I think that my time at school has been successful so far; 

6. I never want to leave the community/town where I live (negative correlation); 

7. I would leave the town where I live in order to get a good job or to go to 

university/TAFE;  

8. To get the job that I want when I leave school, I need to go to university or TAFE;  

9. I am smart enough to be able to do well at university or TAFE if I choose to go there;  

10. My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school; 

11. The teachers at my school encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave 

school; 

12. For females only: I have very clear goals for my future in terms of my education and 

my career;  

13. For Year 10 and Year 12 VCE students only: My friends do not want me to go to 

university or TAFE (negative correlation). 
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For metropolitan students, the six items showing medium to high correlation for at least one 

group were: 

1. I intend to complete year 12; 

2. To get the job that I want when I leave school, I need to go to university or TAFE;  

3. My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school; 

4. For males and Year 12 VCE students only: My friends do not want me to go to 

university or TAFE (negative correlation); 

5. For females, Year 10 and Year 12 VCE students only: I try hard to get good results 

in my subjects at school; 

6. For Year 12 VCAL students only: I am smart enough to be able to do well at 

university or TAFE if I choose to go there. 

The highest overall correlation for all rural students was 0.645, for perceiving the fact 

that they needed to go to university or TAFE to access the job to which they aspired. This was 

also the item with the highest correlation for metropolitan students (0.512). The correlation for 

rural Year 10 students for this item was 0.735, showing that rural students were making 

decisions at year 10 level about continuing with education or not.  

Parental encouragement correlated highly for both rural and metropolitan students. For 

rural students, having teacher support correlated at a medium level, whilst for metropolitan 

students, it did not. For metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students, the fact that they needed to go to 

university or TAFE for their future career was one area that correlated highly. 

Several areas that may have been expected to correlate at a high level did not have 

significant correlation coefficients. These areas included:  

(a) whether the school was a very good school (rural 0.042; metropolitan -0.096); 

(b) whether the school provided opportunities for students to imagine possible careers 

(rural -0.024; metropolitan -0.231); 

(c) whether the school’s curriculum was reflective of the local context (rural -0.110; 

metropolitan -0.130). 

Correlations were also calculated for the family characteristics (number of parents 

living in the home, parental education levels, the number of siblings and SES). The results are 

shown in Table 4.5 and 4.6. 
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Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient comparing “When I leave school, I want to continue 

with my education” with Family Characteristics – Rural Students 

Item Rural 
Rural 

Male 

Rural 

Female 

Rural 

Year 

10 

Rural 

Year 

12 

VCE 

Rural 

Year 

12 

VCAL 

Determinant 

Number of parents living at the family 
home 

-.139 -.009 -.227 -.166 -.102 .155 Environmental 

Number of parents who attended 
university or TAFE 

.336 .323 .361 .390 .247 .307 Environmental 

Socio-economic status (measured by 
ICSEA value) 

.165 .149 .147 .098 .304 -.197 Environmental 

Number of siblings -.128 -.065 -.195 -.222 -.041 .301 Environmental 

 

Table 4.5: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to Continue Education with Family 

Characteristics – Rural Students 

 

Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient comparing “When I leave school, I want to continue 

with my education” with Family Characteristics – Metropolitan Students 

Item Metro 
Metro 

Male 

Metro 

Female 

Metro 

Year 

10 

Metro 

Year 

12 

VCE 

Metro 

Year 

12 

VCAL 

Determinant 

Number of parents living at the family 

home 
-.071 .-112 -.057 -.034 -.021 -.180 Environmental 

Number of parents who attended 

university or TAFE 
.159 .087 .228 .062 -.039 -.136 Environmental 

Socio-economic status (measured by 

ICSEA value) 
-.026 .073 -.150 -.009 -.039 -.136 Environmental 

Number of siblings  -.009 -.128 .110 .061 .049 -.155 Environmental 
 

Table 4.6: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Wanting to Continue Education with Family 

Characteristics – Metropolitan Students 

The results shown in Tables 4.5 and 4.6 indicate that the number of parents who 

attended university or TAFE correlated, mainly at the p < .01 level, for rural students, rural 

male and female students and rural Year 10 students, but not for metropolitan students. The 

correlation coefficient was lower for rural Year 12 VCE and was less significant for rural Year 

12 VCAL students. The number of parents in the home and the number of siblings did not 

correlate highly for rural or metropolitan students. The SES level had a medium correlation, 

only for rural Year 12 VCE students.   

The correlation results showed distinct differences between rural and metropolitan 

students and the different way that Year 12 VCAL students perceive their aspirations.   

If a high correlation implies a potential barrier to the aspiration to continue education 

after secondary schools, then rural students have significantly more barriers than metropolitan 

students. For rural students, there was an extensive list of potential barriers, covering personal, 

behavioural and environmental determinants. Added to this, rural students were more likely to 

continue with education after school if at least one of their parents had done so. Comparatively, 
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rural students have many more barriers to overcome than their metropolitan counterparts, in 

order to perceive that they would continue with education after secondary school. 

4.8    Summary 

Throughout this chapter, a large amount of data has been presented. The data shows 

that there were differences between rural and metropolitan students in relation to many 

personal, behavioural and environmental determinants. 

The data showed differences between males and females and between students in year 

10 and those in year 12 VCE and year 12 VCAL. 

As described in Chapter 3, the survey results were used to determine the questions to be 

asked in the student focus groups part of this research. The focus group results are presented in 

Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5   Results from Student Focus Groups 

5.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, results from student focus groups that were conducted in this research, 

are presented. The chapter is divided into sections based on the determinants of the SCAT 

framework.  

Through their responses to a range of open-ended questions, asked during fourteen 

focus groups, seven in rural Victoria and seven in metropolitan Melbourne, the students 

provided insights into how their school, their local community, their family and friends and 

their own self-efficacy and identity, affected their aspirations for the future. Their responses 

provided a unique insight into the aspirations of rural students and how they contrast with those 

of metropolitan students.   

Six schools were included in the focus group part of this research. The rural schools 

were Highlands Rural Secondary College, Riverside Rural Secondary College and Marlin Bay 

Rural College. The metropolitan schools were Inner East Secondary College, South East 

Secondary College and Outer Eastern Secondary College. 

In considering the importance of student voice, it is recognised that the comments in 

this chapter were the perceptions of the students themselves. In some cases, their views were 

shaped by their own experiences, or have been influenced by the thoughts of others. 

These were the views of the students and, because students were the clients of our 

education system, their views were important. They needed to be heard. Their comments 

provided insights into their lives, and how they formed their aspirations for the future. Their 

views and thoughts were diverse, but they provided a picture of the perceptions of students 

from different areas of Victoria, students with different family and cultural backgrounds, males 

and females, and students from both year 10 and year 12.   

The following pages provide a sample of discussions and comments from the focus 

groups. They are the thoughts and ideas from the students in their own words. They express 

positive and negative thoughts, and focus on enablers and barriers, people and circumstances, 

that have affected their aspirations and outcome expectations. 
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The names of the students mentioned in this chapter are not their real names. Their 

names have been changed to protect their privacy, as have the names of their schools. 

However, the comments are real. 

5.2   How Environmental Determinants Affect Student 

Aspirations 

The environmental determinants in this research focused on place, rurality, family, 

friends and schools. Figure 5.1 shows the elements that contribute to the environmental 

determinants in the SCAT framework.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1: SCAT – Environmental Determinants - Key Elements 

The student perceptions, related to the environmental determinants affecting student 

aspirations, were considered in terms of each of the three key elements: Place and Rurality, 

Family and Friends, and School. The first section focuses on Place and Rurality. 

5.2.1   Place and Rurality – Connection to Place   

There were similarities as well as differences between rural and metropolitan students, 

in terms of their connection to place and whether they would leave the community to go to 

university, or for employment. Rural places were seen by students as being safe and secure but 

also as providing barriers to continuing education beyond secondary school. 

In her focus group, Marisa, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, indicated that she 

was a country girl and that she wanted to stay in rural Victoria. She liked being with her friends 

and her family and being on the farm where she grew up. She stated that she was connected to 

her community, but not to the degree that she would never leave. She commented that: 
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“I feel a part of the community. I play sport and I have close friends who play 

sport in the town and I go and watch them and support them. If I moved away - 

actually I don’t think I would move away - I would definitely come back because 

we are all close. Even if I moved away, I would want to come back and be at home 

on the weekends on the farm … I love the farm work, so that would be good. But I 

want to be a teacher and hopefully combine the two.” 

Marisa was not typical, however. Whilst she wanted to go to university and then 

return, most of her friends either wanted to stay in the town, or to leave and not return. Her 

friend, Tom, also from Riverside Rural Secondary College, like several other males in rural 

focus groups, commented that: 

“I play football for Riverside. Most of the community gets around the footy. I will 

probably live close to Riverside and get a job here. It is a great place to live.” 

Tom also stated that: 

“There is a sense of freedom here. You can go down to the river with the boat and 

put the boat in the river and fish.” 

He also commented on the fact that living in a rural community provided a feeling of 

safety and security. For Tom, Riverside was his place, the place where he wanted to be. It was 

the same for Eamon, from Highlands Rural Secondary College. He said: 

“You feel safe. If you are walking down the street and there is danger or 

something, you know people in every second house. You can always run in there 

and they will help you.” 

Maya, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, contributed her feelings about 

Highlands and the local rural community. She stated that: 

“I went to a Melbourne camp and I stayed there for a week and I hated it. My 

throat was really sore because the air is disgusting. In Highlands, I like it. I really 

love it here to be honest. When I came back from Melbourne, I was really happy 

to be back home. Yes, I would come back to Highlands, after I have done all my 

career and everything … My family is here and all my friends and everything like 

that. You know – great friends here.” 
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Helena, from Marlin Bay Rural College, was less complimentary about life in a rural 

community. She stated that: 

“I just want to get out of this town as soon as I can. I find that it is a real 

claustrophobic environment, and I don’t think I benefit from it much. Everybody 

knows everybody and everything about you. If you have a disagreement with 

someone, it hinders your relationship with a lot of other people. I find that 

difficult. I don’t like everyone all over my business.” 

Daniella, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, commented on the size of her town 

and the lack of opportunities. She stated that: 

“Everyone knows everyone in the community because of the size that it is. If you 

see someone down the street, it will usually be someone that you know. And there 

are sports that they offer around here but there is not really much to do in a small 

town like this, I guess. There is nothing except sports. I definitely want to leave 

here. When I go off and hopefully get a good job, I really don’t want to come back 

because if I did, I would think that I had failed at what I want to try and achieve.” 

At Highlands Rural Secondary College, Eamon and Jack discussed the community and 

their connection to it. Eamon commented that: 

“I will probably stay in the community. But at some stage, I think I will have to 

move away because there is a lack of work in the occupation I want to get. So 

yeah, I would probably have to go away. But I am part of Highlands. I think that 

when I am older, I will be living in Highlands. That’s what I think at this stage. 

Probably get sick of the fog though. But all my mates and family are here and I 

have got no reason to leave.” 

Jack indicated that he was not likely to move away from his community, as he was 

strongly connected to his place through his involvement in the Country Fire Authority (CFA), 

stating that:  

“I am part of the community. Because it is such a small community, only a 

thousand people live here, it’s just like you walk down the street and every second 

person you see, you know. I suppose, being part of the CFA, I am pretty heavily 
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involved in the community so I get to meet new people. Highlands is a good place 

to live.” 

Maggie, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, knew that she would leave Riverside 

to go to university but thought she would return to bring up a family in the future. She said: 

“I think I have always felt a part of the community. I have never lived anywhere 

else. I am obviously going to leave, but I am not entirely sure I would come and 

live here, just because of the career path I want to take. And I know I would like 

living in a city or in a more populated area, but I think it’s a good place in the 

future to raise children and so I might return, not to Riverside, but to a town 

where I can still follow my career, but still have a country aspect.” 

Johanna, a VCAL student from Riverside Rural Secondary College, commented on the 

lack of opportunities for girls in her town, and how there were less opportunities for girls than 

there were for boys. She stated that: 

“In this town there is nothing for girls to do and no jobs available. There is no 

reason to stay or to return. So I will leave as soon as I can. It is different for 

boys.”   

Similar thoughts came from the focus group of VCAL students from Riverside Rural 

Secondary College. For example, 

“There is a lot of people who like, work with their family or work with their dad, 

and they stick in the area. Like Laurie Jackman5, he’s got his son working for him. 

And farmers, they usually have their son working for them” (Tyrone, Riverside 

Rural Secondary College). 

“It is where my family is. I wouldn’t come back though. There is not much to do 

here. It’s pretty boring” (Johanna, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

“I would rather move to another town close by, rather than stay here. I don’t play 

sport and so there is nothing to do here” (James, Riverside Rural Secondary 

College). 

                                                             
5 Laurie Jackman is not his real name 
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The sporting nature of the community and the greater job opportunities for males came 

out strongly. However, for females, the opportunities were limited, resulting in many females 

wanting to leave the town to improve their opportunities.  

Metropolitan students were aware that it was different for them than it was for rural students. 

There was not the necessity to move away from home if they were going to attend university. 

However, whilst most were connected to their community, others wanted to leave. 

Reuben, from Inner East Secondary College, commented that: 

“Even in the suburbs, an urban life is just too quiet for me. In the future, I guess I 

would prefer to want to move out to the city, a busier place … When you go to the 

city it’s really lively… I have set my goals to move out to somewhere like that.” 

Jennifer, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, loved her local community because 

she and her friends were involved in community activities. Jennifer commented that: 

“I am very involved in the community. We do church groups and usually once a 

month we go around and help people. There will be someone who needs their 

house cleaned, for example. They might want us to do their garden, tidy up their 

backyard. So members of the church will go there and help as a volunteer and get 

to know them … I enjoy doing it … I wouldn’t leave the community to go 

elsewhere, I would still want that connection.” 

In contrast, Tamara, from South East Secondary College, was not so sure about 

staying in her community. She was the only metropolitan student who, in focus groups, 

expressed an interest in moving to a rural area. She commented that: 

“I don’t mix with other people in the area. I want to live in the country because I 

love the countryside, and I know I want to help people and I know that, in the 

country, everyone pulls in and helps. Everyone is supportive of each other. I don’t 

do much in the community where I live, because there is not much to do.” 

Effie, from Inner East Secondary College, provided a different viewpoint, stressing the 

fact that some suburbs in Melbourne had communities that acted just like, as she said, “a small 

country town”. Her comments were similar to those of Helena, from Marlin Bay Rural College. 

Effie stated that: 
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“Where I live, there are always a lot of rumours spreading about different people 

and they are sometimes good or bad and that is what I don’t like. I don’t want 

people saying stuff about me that might not be true … It is actually like I live in a 

small country town.” 

Raj, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, spoke about rural and metropolitan areas in 

terms of opportunities and expectations. He stated: 

“I reckon that if I was in the country, the expectations on me wouldn’t be as high 

because … there are limited options there.  There are limited jobs and you would 

not be really influenced by all the options that you have in like metropolitan 

areas. So I reckon that my expectations would be a lot lower if I lived in the 

country.” 

An area which was discussed regularly by the students was the relative isolation of 

many rural towns in Victoria. Rural isolation is considered in the next section. 

5.2.2   Place and Rurality - Rural Isolation 

The isolation of some rural communities provided several areas for focus group 

discussions. In relation to rural students not continuing to university as much as metropolitan 

students, Eliza, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, stated that: 

“I think it is because we are all pushed to stay on farms or help out in the 

community. Not many people would say like, ‘oh you’re going to university, you 

should go there, and it’s a great opportunity’. People are more likely to say, ‘you 

stay in your home town and help out your family, or help out on the farm’ or 

whatever. You don’t really have much push to go to university or TAFE unless you 

put that on yourself.” 

Marisa, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, originally thought that she would 

like to go to university in Melbourne. But that changed. She stated: 

“I looked away from a university in Melbourne because I am not much of a city 

person and the crowds of people would not be beneficial for me, and I wouldn’t 

like it. I would be daunted. I like space.”  
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Ariel, from Marlin Bay Rural College, commented on the isolation of Marlin Bay in 

relation to going to university after finishing secondary school, stating that: 

“We have to leave the town if we want to go to university or TAFE. It is quite a 

big step, one coming out of school to go to university, and then two, having to 

adapt to city life. This is probably what many students from here find to be a 

struggle.” 

At Riverside Rural Secondary College, Isabella stated that it was about money and the 

cost of going to university or TAFE. She stated: 

“Another thing is money. A lot of people get turned away from university or TAFE 

because they would have to move away to Melbourne or Bendigo. A lot of girls in 

our year level were thinking about getting a flat, but the expense is too much. So 

many just don’t do it. The cost of living is way too much. It is harder for us than 

for students who are in the city because they can travel a short distance away to 

the university or TAFE … and they don’t have to pay for travel and rent and food. 

Our principal says that if we want to go to university, we probably won’t, because 

of travel and living costs.” 

Gareth, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, made similar comments. He stated 

that: 

“It’s more that we give up because it is daunting. We don’t know how we are 

going to do it. So we don’t do it. It is daunting because you don’t have anyone 

with you. You don’t have anyone you know living nearby. To go to university on 

top of that and having to find a part-time job to pay for where you are living. You 

are by yourself and you are managing yourself.” 

Matt, from Marlin Bay Rural College, was positive about elements of his community 

but expressed concerns about the isolation of Marlin Bay in relation to educational 

opportunities. He commented that: 

“It is a great town to live in because of the environment. You can go surfing every 

day. However, we are isolated from opportunities. It takes a lot more time to get 

to places. Last year we were doing Year 11 Art and we took three days to do a trip 
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to the National Gallery in Melbourne, so you lose a lot of time travelling where a 

city school can just go there.” 

A number of metropolitan students felt that metropolitan schools had an advantage over 

many rural schools, particularly in relation to rural isolation. Shaun, from Inner East Secondary 

College, reflected on rural isolation, school resourcing and a more relaxed lifestyle, as issues 

that he perceived were faced by rural students. He stated that:  

“The country would be more of a relaxed community than the city. And the 

teachers don’t have the same resources as city schools, to help you to achieve 

your goals or to get where you want to be. In country schools, it’s so far away 

from university, so travelling like long distances is very hard for some people. 

They don’t really have the resources or support to get the education that they 

need and deserve.” 

Rosanna, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, also reflected on the access that 

metropolitan students have to university or TAFE colleges. She stated: 

“We have so many places around us locally, such as TAFE and university that we 

can access. In the country, you have got to really think about where to go and how 

you would get there.” 

Mia, from Inner East Secondary College, felt that differences between rural and 

metropolitan schools related to the availability of teachers, caused by the remoteness of rural 

schools. She stated: 

“Teachers do not want to live in the country. It is too far away, especially if they 

come from Melbourne.” 

Along similar lines, Tamara, from South East Secondary College, commented that: 

“I think country students are disadvantaged because, if they want to do TAFE or 

university, they would have to travel further and they may not have had the pre-

requisite subjects available at their school.” 

Rurality affects students in many ways, as do family and friends. Student comments, 

related to how family and friends affected their aspirations, are presented in the next two 

sections. 
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5.2.3   Family and Friends - Family 

In this section, the ways in which families affected student aspirations are considered. 

Family support and encouragement varied between rural and metropolitan students. Rural 

students perceived that their parents wanted their children to be happy and that this often did 

not translate into high academic expectations. In the metropolitan area, students were more 

likely to state that their parents had higher academic expectations, and encouraged their 

children to aim high with their aspirations.   

Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College, was afraid to let her father know what she 

wanted to do after finishing secondary school. She wanted to go to university in Melbourne, but 

was worried that her father would not support her. Her father’s response was positive, however. 

He wanted his daughter to be happy with her future direction in life. Lucinda stated:   

“Most of us want to get out and experience what the city life is like and so we 

have to set expectations on ourselves, so that we can experience the city. I have 

worked out what I want to do, but I was scared to tell my father. I look after the 

home now, cook meals for the family and do all the cleaning, so I was not sure 

how dad would take it, me leaving home. When I talked to him about these focus 

groups, I told him I wanted to go to university to do Agricultural Science. He was 

quiet for a while, but then said that it was my life and that I needed to do what I 

wanted to do. He just wanted me to be happy. He was kind of really supportive.” 

Marisa, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, thought that high expectations were 

important and she indicated that whilst she had high expectations of herself, her family did not 

consider higher education to be important for her. She stated: 

“My family support me but they don’t really have expectations. My parents didn’t 

go past year 10 or 11. They have always been on the farm and they value that, and 

I do too, but they don’t really see education as a really high value thing, so I know 

I have to do well at school for me. But we don’t get to our potential because you 

are not getting driven at home or at school.” 

Marisa’s friend Jemma agreed. She commented that: 

“My parents don’t have high expectations of me. They don’t really care about 

what I want to do, as long as I am happy.” 
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Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College, commented that: 

“Most of our parents only understand living in a remote town and that school 

isn’t everything. For our generation, it is different.”  

Shelley, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, who aspired to go to university and 

study veterinary science, stated:  

“I want to become a vet. Mainly because I love taking care of animals. And helping 

animals would be like a good career. I have had no careers advice about becoming 

a vet, it just sprung to me. My family have not had anything to do with it. I’ve tried 

getting help from the family but they just say it’s up to me.”  

Shelley’s friend Rebecca, also from Highlands Rural Secondary College, commented 

that her parents had not gone to university and, whilst they made some suggestions about 

possible careers, Rebecca did not think that their suggestions were helpful. She stated: 

“Neither of my parents did year 12, so their expectations kind of vary. They didn’t 

go to university, so they don’t know how hard it is, or the difficulty of getting into 

the big universities. It is like they have a lower expectation because they didn’t.” 

Calli, also from Highlands Rural Secondary College, supported Rebecca’s comments. 

She stated that: 

“In rural communities, there are a lot more parents that might not have had a 

traditional school path and have worked on farms and stuff that didn’t require as 

much schooling, and so they don’t see the need to go to university or higher 

learning.”  

Ashton, from Marlin Bay Rural College, had parents who had attended university. He 

wanted to follow in their footsteps, stating that:  

“I want to go to university … Both my parents went to university and my dad is a 

maths and science teacher, so I’ve always wanted to study in that field. My 

brother is doing engineering at university, so I have places to stay in Melbourne. I 

can just follow what he did. I don’t have to take the leap like most of the other 

students.” 

Matt, also from Marlin Bay Rural College, who aspired to study medicine at university, 

commented that: 
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“My family does not have high expectations of me. They encourage me to do well 

in school, but it is not something that they force on me. If I wanted to do another 

career, they would not pressure me to try and go to university or anything like 

that. They just want me to do what I enjoy.” 

Daniella, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, commented that her parents had 

high expectations of her because their other children did not have aspirations. She stated that:  

“My mum has high expectations for me because, out of my family, I am the only 

one who tries hard. My brothers have no idea what they want to do after school 

and I have more of an idea of what I want to do. Mum sees me as the hero of the 

group. I get higher grades than them in everything!” 

Whilst many rural students commented that their parents wanted them to be happy in 

their future, students from the metropolitan focus groups reflected on the help of their parents 

in finding or supporting their aspirations. Whilst some metropolitan students had parents who 

had been to university, there were many students whose parents were new arrivals in 

Australia, who had little education, but who had higher aspirations for their children. 

Jenson, from Inner East Secondary College, noted: 

“Both of my parents did not finish school. They just want me to get a job that I 

like but they want me to get a good job, not like driving vans all day, like my 

father does. They want me to get a job that I would like to do. Their expectation is 

for me to do well.” 

Aisha, from South East Secondary College, made similar comments. She stated: 

“Both my parents came from overseas, so neither of them have an education. 

Mum dropped out when she was in year 7 and Dad dropped out in year 10. For 

them, it is like important for me to … get a good job. I do not want to have the 

same job that my parents do. They are in factories and stuff. So I also put high 

expectations on myself.”   

Tatiana, from South East Secondary College, had a lot of help from her parents about 

her future career. She said: 

“I want to do VCAL next year. My parents helped and encouraged me a lot in 

choosing what I wanted to do. They gave me a lot of ideas and I did some 
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research and it was like TAFE courses and so I looked into them all. I want to be 

a make-up artist. I have to go to TAFE and then do two years’ work experience 

and then I get a certificate 3 in make-up.” 

Vasili, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, also had help from his parents. He stated 

that: 

“I’ve got a pretty fair idea of what I want to do when I leave school and most of 

that has been advice from my parents. My parents were a big help with that and 

with achieving that career. I am confident that if I try my best, I probably will get 

into the career that I want to do.”  

Rosanna, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, noted that: 

“I come from a family of five and my parents dropped out and my brother didn’t 

complete school and he doesn’t have a job. So, I am like the first child to do year 

12. So my parents kind of expect a lot from me.”  

Reuben, from Inner East Secondary College, focused on the importance of setting 

expectations for himself, whilst appreciating support from his parents. He stated:   

“I feel like the person who sets the highest expectations for you is yourself. I guess 

really it comes back to you and what you want to do … It is good that my parents 

support me, but in the end, it is my decision.” 

Jenson, from Inner East Secondary College, believed that expectations were not based 

on whether a student lived in a rural or metropolitan area, but that the family attitudes were 

more important. He stated that: 

“Whether expectations are different in the country or the city depends on the 

family and whether they value education.” 

  In the focus groups, students also commented on how their friends affected their 

aspirations. Student perspectives regarding their friends are presented in the next section. 
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5.2.4   Family and Friends – Friends 

The focus of both the rural and metropolitan students was related more to their parents, 

than to their friends. The students perceived friends to be important in relation to support and 

encouragement.  

Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College, talked about friendships in a small town. 

She stated: 

“Our friendship group has been the same since kindergarten. It doesn’t change 

very much … Having the same peer group through the whole of school is different 

to most schools. If you have lots of friends, you feel supported. You … are really 

close because you have to be.”  

For Stefan, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, friends were a marker of success. 

He said: 

“I reckon I have been successful. I have made lots of friends.”  

Jemma, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, appreciated the support of her 

friends. She stated: 

“If I have a bad day, my friends like gather around and cheer me up.”  

Whilst rural students focused on the supportive nature of friends, metropolitan students 

were more likely to talk about friends in terms of competition. For example, Milos, from Outer 

Eastern Secondary College, stated that: 

“I really thrive off competition and I have a lot of friends, peers who are really 

competitive as well and it drives me to study more and to achieve higher results. 

And that will work, in turn, to get me a better job.” 

Similarly, Hailee, from Inner East Secondary College, commented that: 

“With my friends who I hang out with, they are all smart and get high scores and 

everything, so I have to keep up with them and try. They help me better myself, I 

guess.” 

For Jennifer, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, her like-minded friends were a 

source of support and inspiration. She stated: 
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“Friendship groups are important to me. It is about who you base yourself around 

as to how successful you are. If you want to succeed then you will find friends who 

would want the same thing. You would be successful if you had friends who, like 

you, would want to strive to achieve that long-term goal.” 

Whilst factors related to family and friends significantly affected student aspirations, 

so too did factors related to schools, in terms of support and encouragement and the quality of 

the programs provided. Student perspectives regarding schools are presented in the next two 

sections. 

5.2.5   Schools and Teachers – Support and Encouragement 

Rural and metropolitan students were generally positive about, and protective of, their 

school. At the same time, they were aware of their school’s challenges. 

In terms of his school, Highlands Rural Secondary College, Eamon stated that it was the 

teachers who made the difference. He stated: 

“One of the good things is the teachers. The ones who stay anyway. You get to 

know them a bit and they get to know you. ” 

Johanna, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, commented that many younger 

teachers did not stay at the school for long. She stated: 

“All the old teachers have started to retire and the younger ones leave after a 

short time. We lost half the teachers this year.” 

Stefan, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, said that, whilst he liked his school, 

there were issues, stating:   

“The main problem that we have is the teachers who teach the classes. Being in 

such a rural area we are not going to get all those teachers that the metropolitan 

schools would. Especially in the junior school, we are very, very limited as to 

what classes we get. I think that is a big key thing to look at – the teachers not 

teaching the classes effectively.” 

Tom, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, commented on subject choice. He said: 

“There are also not enough electives, so you end up doing work that you don’t 

want to do.” 
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But being a student in a small school had benefits as well as disadvantages. Hannah, 

from Marlin Bay Rural College, stated:  

“Because we have less students at our school, we cannot choose from a wide 

range of subjects, so we often end up doing subjects we don’t want to do, and that 

are not relevant to us. I think this has an effect on our aspirations and results. On 

the positive side though, we get a lot of one on one time with our teachers because 

there are hardly any people in our classes.” 

For Carrie, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, student behaviour in classes with 

inexperienced teachers affected her learning and her outcome expectations for the future. She 

stated: 

“We are from a small school and we are all in the same class. Unfortunately, it’s 

often rowdy. Our class has been a … loud and [poorly behaved] group and it’s 

been difficult the whole time … There is no escape. It’s a constant battle for 

teachers dealing with the class, particularly the new teachers. You can’t always 

learn because you are having to fight over the noise of other students.” 

Rebecca, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, felt that there were ways that rural 

schools could provide a better education for the students: 

“I do think we could benefit by using other schools more, by combining subjects 

to gain more facilities and resources and stuff like that. The closest schools, which 

are about 50 kilometres away, have different things that we don’t have, and we 

have stuff that they don’t have, and we could work together and use the resources 

that they have and we don’t have.” 

Halle, also from Highlands Rural Secondary College, agreed with Rebecca and added 

that there was too much competition between schools. She stated: 

“We should share rather than being competitive with local schools. There is too 

much of a focus on which school can do better, rather than focusing on what can 

we do to give our students a better education.” 

In relation to subject selection, Rebecca stated: 

“This year, we couldn’t even do Literature because we were told that it wasn’t 

academic. And I do one of my subjects by distance education because there is no 
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teacher. Physics had two students, but they said it would be done at school. For 

Literature, they said we needed five students, which we got, but apparently, it 

wasn’t an academic subject and that it was like, if we didn’t run Physics, people 

would leave the school. They said that there wouldn’t be enough people in 

Literature to have good discussions, but they encouraged us to do distance 

education by ourselves where we would have no discussions anyway.” 

Rebecca wanted a wider range of subjects from which to select. She was a member of 

the Country Education Partnership (CEP), which focuses on improving education for rural 

students in Victoria (CEP, 2020). She stated that: 

“We have a polycom6 system in that room over there. The polycom system is never 

used. The Country Education Partnership says it is ridiculous. Schools should be 

working together, and sharing resources, teachers and facilities, to give students 

a better schooling experience.” 

Shelley, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, also spoke about limited subject 

choice and opportunities. She commented: 

“It would be good to have more access to different subjects like online courses. 

Even if five new subjects were available, it would be a better school. We don’t 

have the same opportunities as they have in the city. Like travelling to the city and 

experiencing what that is like. Understanding what the city has to offer. And more 

careers focus.” 

Maya, also from Highlands Rural Secondary College, added: 

“It [is terrible]. We have such a small class and we don’t get the same range of 

subjects as city students, so you don’t get to choose the subjects you really want.”     

There are some rural schools, however, that work with other local secondary schools to 

provide a greater breadth of subject choice. One example is Riverside Rural Secondary College 

that shares some subjects with the neighbouring Catholic college. This is the exception rather 

than the norm though. Marisa commented that: 

                                                             
6 Polycom is a video-conferencing system. 
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“We get a few extra VCE subjects available because we work with St. Jude’s7 as 

well, so I do two classes down there, which helps. It has been good having extra 

opportunities of doing courses at St. Jude’s and meeting other kids from around 

the area.” 

Metropolitan students tended to be more positive about aspects of their schools. Ray, 

from Outer Eastern Secondary College, commented that: 

“The school has met my needs. I have had a good education. When I needed help 

it was there. The teachers here are really inspirational and they are always there 

to talk to you. They make sure everything’s okay.” 

Angela, from South East Secondary College, felt that her teachers cared about her and 

her education. She stated that:  

“The teachers who care is the reason why we are still here. They may not be the 

best teachers but they genuinely care.” 

In the focus groups, several students, both rural and metropolitan, commented on their 

VCAL program. Declan, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, was proud of his school and 

talked about the quality of the VCAL program which, he believed, had set him up for his 

future. He said: 

“We have a really good VCAL program, and the teachers find out what you like 

and what you don’t like and what you prefer and what you don’t prefer. You can 

narrow your course down to what you really want to do. It is all there.” 

VCAL programs were not all as good as Declan suggested, however. Tom, from 

Riverside Rural Secondary College, stated that: 

“The reputation of VCAL in the school is a problem. More from students and 

parents, than teachers. Everyone thinks that VCAL is just for drop outs.” 

Tyrone, a year 12 VCAL student from Riverside Rural Secondary College, partly 

agreed. He believed, however, that VCAL was the right program for him. He stated: 

“In VCAL we don’t have tests or anything. We are doing it to help our pathway. 

In year 11 most students [think it’s a bit slack] and do no work … You get to that 

                                                             
7 The name of the school has been changed for privacy reasons 
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stage when you fall behind on everything and you realise you are not getting 

anything out of it so you start putting your head down and you see the outcomes – 

you get certificates and it’s more to help your future and getting a job.”   

When it came to expectations at school, rural and metropolitan students had different 

opinions. Hannah, from Marlin Bay Rural College, commented on the expectations that her 

teachers had of her and her fellow students. She stated that: 

“We are not pushed at school either. We could all work at a higher level. If we 

asked for more work, teachers would set it for you. But you have to ask for it. 

Teachers do not start with high expectations and do not say what they expect … 

Expectations are not put out there for us to strive towards. We don’t really know 

what we’ve got to do.” 

Hannah’s comments were similar to those of Halle and Rebecca, from Highlands Rural 

Secondary College, who stated that the lack of high academic expectations sometimes meant 

that students were not encouraged to study VCE, or that teachers were not aware of student 

aspirations and consequentially, did not provide appropriate encouragement. Halle stated: 

“There is a lot of focus on ‘you can do VCAL, and then you can get an 

apprenticeship, and then you can go straight into work’. There is really not much 

mention of VCE or university from the teachers at this school.”  

Rebecca added:  

“It is sad that the teachers don’t know what we want to do and that we have high 

aspirations. They assume that we don’t. They do not seem to care.” 

Eliza, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, also commented on the lack of 

expectations placed on her at school. She stated: 

“There are some expectations here. The principal really pushes you to be the best 

that you can be, but he’s the only one in the school that does. The teachers don’t 

really care as long as you get your work in and they just look at it and put you up 

to the next level.” 

Helena, from Marlin Bay Rural College, put the expectations in perspective, noting 

that, at her school, expectations were about being a good citizen and being happy in life. She 

stated: 
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“The teachers know us more personally and expectations are more about how you 

are going as a person. They want us to be good people in the community. I think 

that is where the expectation lies. It is more who you are and how you act than 

how you are doing in your education.”  

At Highlands Rural Secondary College, Jack thought that expectations were not high 

and were reflected in the way that school uniform was worn and student absence rates. He 

stated: 

“Metropolitan schools have higher expectations of their students because, as you 

can see here, there are kids who don’t wear their uniform and barely anyone turns 

up half the time.” 

For metropolitan students, the perceptions about expectations were different. Whilst 

they put expectations on themselves, and they had expectations from their parents, there were 

expectations from their schools as well. As Paris, from South East Secondary College, stated: 

“I do have high expectations from my teachers, because when I was younger … I 

did really well in English, so my teachers have always expected me to like keep up 

all my effort and everything. They still try to just push me to keep on doing my 

best.”  

Paris’ friend, Kayla, added: 

“My parents and … teachers at school like push me to do a lot of work if I am 

actually good at something like maths or history or art, or something like that. I 

think that is a good thing as it makes me do my best work.” 

An area related to schools is careers and pathways, an area that encourages students to 

imagine future possibilities for their aspirations. Careers and pathways are explored in the 

next section. 

5.2.6   Schools and Teachers – Careers and Pathways 

Careers education was an area that was regularly commented upon, particularly by rural 

students. Eamon, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, was positive. He stated: 

“In year 9 we had some careers programs and talked about different sorts of 

occupations. That was pretty good. See what you like and what you didn’t. And in 
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VCAL, they have a subject on work and you do work placement, so that will help 

me with what I want to do.” 

There were some negative comments about careers counselling as well. Stefan, from 

Riverside Rural Secondary College, remarked that: 

“Our careers teaching is [not effective]. What he does is look it up on the 

computer, something we could do, and then he shows us.”   

In relation to careers advice, Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College, noted that: 

 “We do get careers advice but what we are presented with is limited. Last year I 

set myself up with work experience. They said, here are the forms, get them filled 

out. No real discussion about how to fill in the forms. There was not much help 

from the school … The school didn’t seem to care.” 

The lack of useful information and help in careers education was a common theme in 

the rural focus groups. Calli, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, stated that: 

“The careers teacher is not the greatest ever. A lot of people don’t want to 

approach him. He has good intentions, it is just that he will work around the 

answer that you need and, as year 12 students, we do not have time to sit around 

for an hour to wait for an answer that could have been given in 5 minutes.” 

Soula, a friend of Calli’s, commented that there was very little exploration of ideas 

about future careers at Highlands. She stated: 

“The careers meetings that we do, they do not show you different options. They 

allow you to settle on your own ideas and they don’t suggest alternatives. They 

just say yes, that is your job.”  

Missy, from Marlin Bay Rural College, discussed the careers and work experience 

programs at her school. She commented that: 

“We have pathways and careers in year 7, 8 and 9, but it is at a time when the 

future is ages away and it is not a problem at that time. I know that when I was in 

those classes, I never took it seriously. I still have no idea what I want to do. And 

there has been no careers help since.” 
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Along similar lines, Jamila, a VCAL student from Riverside Rural Secondary College, 

stated that: 

“For me it is a lot harder. There is nothing like what I think I might want to do. It 

is all about trades and stuff in this town. If I wanted to be a carpenter, there would 

be opportunities, I guess. But I can’t find anything I want to do. The careers 

teacher hasn’t given me any advice at all, which is sad.”   

But that is not the case for all students at Riverside Rural Secondary College. The 

male VCAL students had a different view about the careers advice they received. Noah 

commented that: 

“I want to get into a trade like most boys in this town. More like carpentry. I have 

enjoyed doing trade type subjects. And I have friends who are builders and I also 

build some stuff around home. The careers teacher was sort of helpful. He got me 

into work placements for experience and gave us a chance to try different places. 

He put me into a placement with an electrician and with a kitchen maker.”  

In the metropolitan area, students had mixed views about careers education. Tuan, 

from Outer Eastern Secondary College, stated that: 

“We definitely should have careers education earlier in school. When they do give 

you careers education, they ask you what you want to do when you leave … 

Unfortunately, there is no chance to discover the career you want through the 

school.” 

Mia, from Inner East Secondary College, agreed, stating that: 

“We did have a one-on-one conversation with a careers advisor. It was kind of 

helpful but it was, if I’m being honest, it was more like he was obliged to do it, 

rather than a genuine conversation … Do you know where you want to go? You 

do. That’s good. Off you go.” 

When contrasting rural and metropolitan schools, in relation to careers programs, 

Bryson, from Inner East Secondary College, stated that metropolitan students had opportunities 

that rural students did not, and that, at his school, there were: 

“A lot of careers expos and open days … We are exposed to so much. There 

would be jobs that we would see at careers expos that we didn’t even know 
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existed, and so the exposure that we gain from that is incredible. We are able to 

do the university visits so we know what they are going to be like when we get 

there.” 

Environmental determinants, such as family, friends, schools and rurality impacted on 

rural students, their aspirations and outcome expectations. In the next section, the self-efficacy, 

identity and behaviours of the students themselves, are considered. 

5.3 How Personal and Behavioural Determinants Affect 

Student Aspirations   

The personal and behavioural determinants in this research focused on self-efficacy, 

identity and behaviours related to being a student at school, and behaviours focused on the 

future. Figure 5.2 shows the elements that contribute to the personal and behavioural 

determinants in SCAT. These elements link to student aspirations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2: SCAT – Personal and Behavioural Determinants - Key Elements 

  This section has three parts which relate to decisions about the future, goal setting and 

success, and the influence of part-time work and sport. 

5.3.1   Decisions About the Future 

Most of the students in the focus groups had made decisions about their future. Their 

future focused behaviours involved discussing their future career with family, friends or 

teachers, or simply by making the decision themselves. For some, their part-time job provided 

them with information about possible future careers. Rural students identified with being from 

a rural community, but many saw a different identity for themselves in the future, focusing on 

their future career and whether they would stay or leave their rural place.  
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In terms of future aspirations, some rural students had family connections and used 

them to help form their aspirations. Eamon, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, aimed 

to follow in the footsteps of his father, whilst Mikaela, also from Highlands, wanted to follow 

her parents into the entertainment industry. Eamon stated that: 

“I hope to be an earth mover when I leave school. Simply because my father does 

it and I enjoy it. I have worked with my father and other earth movers around 

town.”  

Mikaela commented that: 

“My mother and father work in the circus and in amusement parks. They are 

involved in Occupational Health and Safety. I do part-time work with them as 

well. So, yeah, that’s what I want to do when I leave school.” 

Eamon’s friend, Jack, commented that he wanted to become a fire fighter and had been 

influenced by his relatives and the community work that he did in the Highlands area: 

“I want to be a fire fighter when I am older. It sounds like a cool job. I am 

currently in the CFA (Country Fire Authority) as a volunteer. I’ve got some family 

members that are doing it as a career. I thought it was a good job, so I just 

decided to do that. My relatives … have encouraged me to do this. Actually, I’ve 

always wanted to be a fire fighter, probably since kindergarten.” 

Carrie, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, commented on the fact that she made 

her own decisions about her aspirations. Her parents wanted her to take over the family farm in 

the future, but Carrie had different ideas. She stated: 

“I have kind of always wanted to do something in accounting. I didn’t have any 

help with deciding this. I have always been pretty self-dependent. Everything I 

have wanted to do I have done myself. My parents haven’t really encouraged me. 

They have supported me, but I pretty much do what I want to do. There was 

discussion about me working on the farm but, in the end, I had to say no, because 

I have different ideas about my future.” 

For many rural students, as in Carrie’s situation, parents played only a small role in 

their children’s aspirations. Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College, wanted to study at 
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university. As mentioned previously, her father was supportive of her aspirations, when she 

discussed them with him. She stated that: 

“We all put high expectations on ourselves. No one else does though. We all want 

to finish school and then go to university and I think that all of us have high 

expectations of ourselves. A good score in VCE is our passport out of this town … 

We think the city is very different to being here.”  

Maya, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, knew what she wanted to do after she 

completed year 12. She had her pathway mapped out, assisted by being a cadet with the 

Australian Army. Maya stated: 

“I want to go to the defence force academy … and hopefully, I will complete a 

Bachelor of Arts and after that I hope to go to the Royal Academy at Duntroon, 

and learn how to be an officer for the Australian Defence Force. I reckon what 

has helped me has been the Australian Army Cadets … I am part of that. Going to 

all their recruiting sessions and things like that really help as well.  My parents 

supported my decision but it was me making the decision.”   

Many of the rural male students in this research aspired to a technician/trade career. 

Andreas, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, decided that he would study VCAL rather 

than VCE because that suited his direction for the future. He stated: 

“VCAL suited what I wanted to do. It’s more hands on. I was going to do VCE 

and I looked for subjects that suited my pathway. But it just wasn’t going to work. 

Then I checked VCAL and the opportunities that were in that, like the VET8 and 

work placement, and I felt that the subjects suited what I needed. It gives you 

more opportunities than VCE does. It gives you a foot in the door with the local 

businesses. It was my own decision to do VCAL and, fortunately, my parents 

agreed.”   

Other students were unsure about their future. For example, Halle, from Highlands 

Rural Secondary College, did not know her career direction, but knew that she would follow 

in the steps of her parents and continue her education at university. She stated:  

                                                             
8 VET – Vocational Education and Training 
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“I don’t really have a career plan, but I want to go to university. At this point, I 

am not sure what course I want to do. My parents both went to university, so I am 

more inclined to go, because I have heard about it, and my brother has gone.” 

Metropolitan students were more likely to comment that they were influenced by 

teachers and family in determining their future directions. 

Jenson, from Inner East Secondary College, said that whilst he made his own decisions 

about his aspirations, he was also influenced by his family. He stated: 

“My dream that I have is to become an aeronautical engineer which was 

suggested by my parents and grandparents. I think I can achieve my dream. If I 

work towards it, I reckon I can achieve it.” 

Mia, also from Inner East Secondary College, had aspirations to help the community, 

but she wanted more from life than just her career. She stated: 

“I hope to be able to do a double degree in Global Studies and Science at Monash 

University. In the future, I want to do some kind of scientific work, but I also want 

to give back to the community, perhaps in underdeveloped countries. That is 

something I hope to do … My parents didn’t force an occupation on me; they kind 

of supported whatever I wanted to do which was really good.” 

Rhiannon, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, had not fully decided on her future 

career, but her parents had pushed her in the direction of the Sciences. She stated: 

“I don’t know what I want to do in the future, but my parents have always pushed 

me to go towards Science because they think it’s like a well-paid job. I do have an 

interest in Science but I don’t know if it’s something I want to do in the future. My 

plan has always been to go to university and figure it out from there.” 

Similarly, Milos, also from Outer Eastern Secondary College, was strongly influenced 

by his parents in terms of his aspirations after he left school. He stated that: 

“My family and like all my cousins, they are all employed in the army and in the 

air force and this has had a pretty big significance on my life. So I have been 

pushed to go into the army or the air force, or just try it out as I don’t know if that 

is what I really want to do. But I don’t want to disappoint my family.” 
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Both rural and metropolitan students had developed goals for the future. Goal setting and 

success are included in the next section. 

5.3.2   Goal Setting and Success 

The self-efficacy of the students was often related to goal setting and their belief that 

they had been successful in life and at school. These areas were discussed by the students in 

the focus groups. 

Missy, from Marlin Bay Rural College, perceived that her future and her identity were 

associated with leaving Marlin Bay. She stated that: 

“I do not want to be someone who gets left behind in this town and is doing the 

same things and just getting by. It is important to leave and do well. That is the 

expectation that I have of myself. I think I have high expectations of myself here, 

because I’ve seen what other people have done and I don’t want to do that. I don’t 

want to stick around and just stay because there is only boring kind of stuff here. 

A lot of people have stayed around too long. They had their opportunities to leave 

and didn’t take it.” 

Matt, also from Marlin Bay, commented on what he saw as success. He said: 

“I used to measure success with doing well in everything, trying to get perfect 

scores and stuff. Now I measure success in terms of trying different things. I am 

going to do a logic test for medicine in July and, personally, I don’t know if I will 

do well, but at least, if I try, I can say that I tried that. It is about trying something 

different and new. With different experiences, you learn from it and then you are 

more able to make predictions for the future.” 

When asked about success, Marisa from Riverside Rural Secondary College, indicated 

that she had been successful in life and at school. She noted that: 

“I think my time here has been successful. But at the start, I didn’t enjoy school 

that much, and it got to year 10 and I did a VET certificate, and so I wasn’t at 

school for one day a week, which was really good. Then, I had the choice of doing 

VCE in year 11, and I chose to do that, because I wanted to do that for myself. I 

wanted to be successful in finishing school. So success will be finishing year 12 
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and it was also being school captain this year, which was quite an achievement 

for me.” 

Stefan, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, had a view of success that related to 

more social areas, whilst at the same time considering that tests and grades were important. He 

stated that: 

“I reckon I have been successful. I have made lots of friends, I have had fun and I 

have just had a good time really. Perfect. My grades have been alright, but I don’t 

see success as how high you finish. For me, it’s more about other things like 

social skills and me as a person.” 

When asked about success, Eamon, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, stated:   

“It depends on what you believe success is. If you reach your goals, I reckon you 

have been successful … I have been successful. As long as you get to where you 

want to end up at the end of year 12, then you will have been seen to be 

successful.” 

For Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College, success was about achieving her goals 

and achieving balance in her life. She stated: 

“Success is finding what you want to do for your career. Parents say that you are 

not going to find a career that you enjoy. If you have goals for the future and you 

achieve these goals, then you have been successful. Having a school-life balance 

when you are our age is something that is really important. And finding a job that 

I enjoy.” 

Shelley and Maya, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, were self-assured when 

they spoke about success. Shelley stated that: 

“You can really set your own success goal. No one can judge you for what you 

consider success. It’s what you see in your mind as success.”  

And Maya noted that: 

“The most important person in determining if I am successful is me.” 
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Not all students felt that they had been successful, however. Helena, from Marlin Bay 

Rural College, commented that she had not really enjoyed school and that she needed to leave 

school and her community in order to develop her true identity. She stated that: 

“I wouldn’t necessarily say that my time at school has been successful. I don’t 

think it has been for me. Success, to me, is definitely being happy in what you are 

doing and where you are. That is not how I am at school. Yeah. Success will come 

once I finish school and can find a life for myself away from here.” 

Whilst the rural students were mostly very self-assured, so too were the metropolitan 

students. In terms of success, metropolitan students gave similar responses to rural students. 

Mia, from Inner East Secondary College, provided her view of success: 

“I have been pretty successful at school, not because I’ve achieved really well or 

anything, but I feel that I’ve applied myself to every situation that I could and I’ve 

contributed to everything I can at school. I also feel like I have been successful in 

having a really good friendship group and I have connected with my teachers.” 

Marcus, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, provided a multi-faceted view of 

success for himself, focusing on academic success, friendships and his personal development:   

“In terms of my goals I have been successful. I want to get a high ATAR9, but I am 

not going to stress if I don’t get the 90 benchmark. As long as I am happy. I feel 

that I have learnt a lot whilst I have been at this school. And especially with my 

friendship group and my social circle, I really have been successful. Especially 

here, where it is multi-cultural and very diverse, I have a lot of friends from other 

cultures and countries.” 

Angela, from South East Secondary College, defined what success meant for her. She 

stated: 

“Success is being happy and success is like, at the end of year 12, saying I made 

it. And I got through happy. Even if you don’t get the best ATAR, or you don’t get 

accepted into the TAFE course or university course in the next year or whatever, 

                                                             
9 ATAR – Australian Tertiary Admission Rank – the percentile rank of students in Australia, used to determine 
university entrance. 
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you know that you finished school and you are happy and you enjoyed your time. I 

reckon that’s a great way to measure being successful.” 

Samir, from Outer Eastern Secondary College, provided his view of his success. He 

stated: 

“There have been times when I was not successful, but the school has helped me 

to become a better student. I am better now and I used to be a bad student. I used 

to swear at teachers, and get bad grades in year 9 and 10. It is different now and I 

have started to study and stuff. I set a goal to make my parents proud and to make 

myself proud and get good grades.” 

5.3.3   Part-time Work and Sport 

A key part of the identity of the rural students, in this research, related to sport or their 

part-time job. These activities also increased the self-efficacy of the students. Success in these 

pursuits gave the students the belief that they could make a successful life for themselves in 

the future. Metropolitan students were less likely to comment on sport and part-time work as 

being as important in their lives, than rural students. 

Cameron, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, stated: 

“The sporting community is the thing that most of us are a part of. It is the same 

in most country communities. The footy club is important to me here. The football 

club is heavily involved in the community. … Every Sunday, after we play, we 

volunteer around the town to do jobs for people. So we are very involved in 

volunteering at the footy club.” 

Stefan, also from Riverside Rural Secondary College, identified strongly with the 

football club as well. He enjoyed the friendships that came with being a part of the club. He 

said: 

“This community is tight, probably like many small towns. The footy club plays a 

really big part in the town, through the success that they have had. And I have had 

success at footy too. Through the sporting aspect, there is a sense of community. I 

love playing footy on a Saturday. I really do feel part of the community.” 

For Eamon, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, the football club in his town was 

the source of part-time work whilst, for Tyrone, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, the 
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members of the football club, who were mostly trades-people, helped with work placements. 

Eamon stated that: 

“Sometimes in the holidays, when you are down at the football club, they will ask 

what are you doing and they might offer you some work to make some money. Do 

a bit of work which is always good. A bit of experience.” 

Tyrone commented: 

“It is kind of such a small town so you get to know everyone. So you have got 

contacts. You know everyone so you can say “can you give me a work 

placement”. Usually they say yes … most [people] at the footy club are happy to 

have you.” 

Referring to the fact that many rural students had a part-time job, Lucinda, from 

Marlin Bay Rural College, commented that: 

“Most of us have part-time jobs, so build skills with work, and skills with people, 

practical skills. These are all skills that, in life, could be more important than the 

number that you come out of school with.” 

For Tyrone, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, his part-time job with his father 

provided a clear aspiration for him. He stated: 

“I want to get into carpentry because I have been working part-time with my Dad 

since I was young and he says I am doing well at it. I like doing stuff with my 

hands. I think I have got an apprenticeship lined up for next year in carpentry and 

that should allow me to achieve my dreams to become a tradie.”  

Eliza, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, also commented on part-time work, but 

noted the scarcity of opportunities for students in her town. She stated that: 

“In Riverside, there is not much around. Like you cannot find choices in work. 

There is nothing. Like everyone works at the local supermarket and it is packed 

and literally everyone works there. It is the only part-time job a girl can do.”  

Metropolitan students were more likely to talk about community activities than sport. 

For example, Hailee, from Inner East Secondary College, was involved with her church. She 

stated: 
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“My church community is like very important to me. It is the community that I 

have. All the stuff we do, we kind of do together and we branch out into the wider 

community. Like outreach and volunteering.” 

For Angela, from South East Secondary College, her life was too busy for sport and 

other activities. She said: 

“We are all so busy and some of us have part-time jobs. I work like 38 hours a 

week. You know, it’s hard to get involved in sport or other activities. It’s like we 

are so much involved in our own lives.” 

5.4 Summary 

The students involved in the focus groups provided insightful commentary into the 

contrast between rural and metropolitan students. The students’ aspirations were affected by 

family, schools and place. Parent and teacher encouragement were important, as were the 

quality of teaching, the range of subjects offered and careers counselling. The students’ 

understanding of themselves was also an important positive influence, through the development 

of their identity and their level of self-efficacy. Interestingly, friends were not mentioned often 

in terms of aspirations, although they were considered to be important in everyday life. 

Many rural and metropolitan students were positive about their place. However, for 

rural students, the complex decision about whether to stay or whether to leave was a constant 

issue. For many rural students, to leave could result in difficulties related to finances, distance, 

travel and connection to friends, family and their community. To stay, according to the 

students, provided a variety of outcomes. For many rural males, staying in the community with 

a good job meant that connection to the community was preserved, through work, friends, 

family and sport. For others, there was the potential for feelings of failure if they stayed and 

had a job that did not satisfy their needs. 

The aspirations of the rural students were high. Like the metropolitan students, they 

wanted to make something of their lives. They wanted to be successful in their future careers, 

whether that included further education or not. At the same time, they understood the barriers 

that would impact on their aspirations and outcome expectations. 

In Chapter 6, the results of the student survey and the focus groups, as presented in 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, will be discussed.  
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Chapter 6   Discussion – Part 1 

6.1   Introduction 
  

In this chapter the findings of the research are considered, focusing on student 

aspirations and discussing them with reference to the Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory 

(SCAT) framework. 

Throughout the chapter, the elements that contributed to the personal, behavioural and 

environmental determinants of SCAT, namely identity, self-efficacy, future focused 

behaviours, student behaviours, family and friends, school and place and rurality, as shown in 

Figure 6.1, are discussed. The discussion brings together the results of the student survey and 

the focus groups that formed this mixed methods research, and shows how rurality affected the 

aspirations of rural students. Consideration is given to key areas related to the academic 

literature. Differences, between rural and metropolitan students, males and females, and 

between students in years 10 and 12, are discussed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1: SCAT Theoretical Framework 
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Firstly, consideration is given to the SCAT framework, which provided the analytical 

framework for reviewing the significant amount of quantitative and qualitative data that was 

obtained in this research. 

 6.2   Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory (SCAT) 

The research topic for this investigation was:  

“The effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in rural government 

secondary schools: The perspectives of students.” 

A key element of this mixed methods research was the development of a theoretical 

model based on Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1977, 1997, 2001, 2012). Bandura’s 

SCT was adapted as part of this research project, incorporating the elements and factors that 

contributed to the personal, behavioural and environmental determinants that affected student 

aspirations. The adaptation of SCT, named Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory (SCAT), 

provided a framework for researching, organising and analysing the barriers and enablers that 

affected student aspirations and outcome expectations. The SCAT framework is shown in 

Figure 6.1. 

In this section, the relationships between the factors and elements of SCAT will be 

considered. In developing his SCT, Bandura focused on the concept of the triadic reciprocality 

of the personal, behavioural and environmental determinants (Bandura, 1986, 2012). This 

concept ensures recognition of the fact that, in this research, the students’ aspirations were 

affected not purely by personal, behavioural and environmental determinants. Rather, they 

were influenced by combinations of inter-reacting factors. As Bandura stated: 

“In this triadic codetermination, human functioning is a product of the interplay 

of intrapersonal influences, the behaviour people engage in, and the 

environmental forces that impinge upon them” (Bandura, 2012, p. 11). 

In developing the SCAT model, it was recognised that Bandura’s triadic reciprocation 

was important. Most factors in the SCAT model were affected by other factors that were in 

different parts of the SCAT model. All of the factors were affected by place and rurality to 

some degree. For example, Behaviours in Relation to School, was considered to be a 

behavioural determinant, but those behaviours were influenced by environmental factors 

related to the influence of friends and family, and factors related to school (for example, the 

curriculum and the encouragement and support of schools and teachers). They were also 
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influenced by factors related to place and rurality (such as connection to place and staying or 

leaving). Similarly, those behaviours were influenced by personal determinants such as the 

student’s self-efficacy and the identity that they developed for themselves.  

The Capacity to Imagine and Plan for the Future, also considered as a behavioural 

determinant in SCAT, was influenced by environmental determinants, including factors related 

to rurality (such as rural isolation), factors related to school (such as teacher encouragement) 

and factors related to family and friends (such as family support and encouragement including 

whether the family had the capacity to provide useful careers guidance). 

Each element and factor in the SCAT model was pivotal in the determination of student 

aspirations. For example, identity was important. The rural students in this research identified 

with many aspects of their lives. They saw themselves as members of their family, their school 

and their rural community. They identified with their community, often through their sporting 

teams, or through the other activities in which they were involved. Many considered 

themselves as being “country people” and as people who developed their own directions for 

their future. They had high levels of self-efficacy, developed through their success in sporting 

activities and through their success in part-time employment. Their self-efficacy was 

demonstrated through their capacity to find their future directions in life, an often complex and 

difficult task. Demonstrating the relationship between identity and self-efficacy, Côté (1997), 

found that, in order to develop their own identity, individuals needed to: 

“Be involved in their own personal growth by undertaking more difficult 

developmental tasks… particularly during adolescence and young adulthood” 

(Côté, 1997, p. 577). 

 Further, rural students talked, in focus groups, about not finding their parents’ advice 

useful, and they often rejected the thoughts of parents in determining their aspirations. This 

aligned with the research of Erikson (1968), who stated that “youth often rejects parents and 

authorities and wishes to belittle them as inconsequential…” (Erikson, 1968, p. 247). The 

students, in this research, wanted to be in control of their own futures, their own aspirations 

and their own careers. At the same time, however, they were aware that their outcome 

expectations were diminished by the effects of being connected to a rural community.   

Bandura’s SCT model and the SCAT adaptation are complex, but, in this research, 

SCAT provided a platform upon which to analyse the data and to determine the enablers and 

barriers that affected student aspirations.  
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6.3  The Research Sites 
 

In this research, sixteen schools and 343 students were involved. They provided a 

significant amount of data. Whilst both the rural and the metropolitan schools varied 

considerably, the students in this research were considered as two distinct groups: a group of 

rural students and a group of metropolitan students. 

Researchers, including Sher (1983) and Alloway and Dalley-Trim (2009), found that 

schools varied. That was true of the Victorian secondary schools that the students, who were 

involved in this research, attended. For example, Goulburn Regional College and Marlin Bay 

Rural College differed in many ways. Marlin Bay was a small coastal tourist and fishing town, 

more than 500 kilometres from Melbourne, whilst Goulburn was a medium-sized historic town 

in a farming community, 95 kilometres from Melbourne. Marlin Bay had a mix of high and 

medium socio-economic status (SES) families, while Goulburn had a mix of medium and low 

SES families. The student academic outcomes at Marlin Bay Rural College were consistently 

higher than those at Goulburn Regional College. There were also similarities. Both schools had 

difficulty attracting and retaining teachers and both had declining enrolments. They were both 

regarded as rural. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2020) categorised Goulburn as 

Inner Regional and Marlin Bay as Remote, as shown in Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1. These two 

schools epitomised one of the strengths of this research, as they contributed to the broad range 

of rural schools that were involved. 

The metropolitan schools, included in this research to provide a contrast to the rurally 

located schools, were also different. They were all in eastern or south-eastern suburban 

Melbourne, in locations with differing SES levels, school populations and student academic 

outcomes.   

The results of the survey and the student focus groups indicated many similarities 

between rural and metropolitan students, as well as some significant differences. The SCAT 

framework allowed examination of the enablers and barriers to student aspirations, and 

revealed that rurality was a central theme in the factors that affected student aspirations and 

outcome expectations. As noted in the academic literature related to rurality, place matters. 

Student aspirations were affected by where the student lived (Corbett, 2009), the identity of 

young people was affected by their rurality (Hopkins, 2010), and rurality created challenges for 

schools (Lamb et al., 2014). As Bæck (2019, p. 61) commented:  

“Where you live matters when it comes to educational performance and careers.”  
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6.4   The Aspirations of the Students 

More than 80% of the rural and metropolitan students in this research had plans for 

their future careers. Most had high aspirations, consistent with the research of Alloway and 

Dalley-Trim (2009), who, in their study of Australian rural young people, stated:  

“The vast majority of students interviewed in relation to their aspirations and 

expectations for the future … voiced their desire 'to be something' … There 

existed generally buoyant levels of aspirations and expectations” (Alloway & 

Dalley-Trim, 2009, p. 53). 

Student aspirations varied, although almost all career aspirations were from the 

professional, community/personal or technician/trade areas (see Figure 4.1). Some students 

wanted to continue with their education after secondary school. Others wanted to go straight 

into employment after leaving school. For others, their aspirations related to the lifestyle that 

they wanted for themselves. For example, Calli, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, 

aspired to be a forensic scientist, Stefan, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, aspired to 

become an electrician, whilst Holly, from Marlin Bay Rural College, wanted to “get out of 

Marlin Bay”. These three examples are representative of the aspirations of the rural students. 

Mobility was important for Calli and Holly. Calli wanted to leave her community for 

educational reasons whilst Holly had personal reasons for wanting to leave. Stefan was 

connected to his community and wanted a trade career and to stay in his rural community.  

Popular career aspirations for the rural students in this research included teaching, 

engineering, science, medicine, nursing, architecture and various trades. The aspirations of the 

metropolitan students were similar, although trades and the sciences were less common. Trade 

careers were aspired to by many rural males, whilst rural students who aspired to careers in the 

Sciences, generally aspired to agriculture, the environmental sciences and careers related to 

animals. For the rural students who aspired to the Sciences, place mattered and this was 

reflected in the scientific roles to which they aspired, which were generally related to rural 

aspects of science.  

Career aspirations were mostly traditional, and those perceived by the students to be 

roles carried out by successful people. The students wanted to be successful in their future and 

their career. As Jack stated:  
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“I thought it was a good job so I just decided to do that” (Jack, Highlands Rural 

Secondary College). 

More than 40% of rural male students saw themselves not continuing education after 

secondary school (see Figure 4.22). For rural female students, the figure was less than 20%. 

For metropolitan students, it was 12%. Related to this, many rural students, particularly males 

and Year 12 VCAL students, indicated that they did not need to continue education after 

secondary school to meet their career aspirations (see Figure 4.23). Further, more than half of 

the rural students who indicated that they did not need further education, aspired to 

technical/trade careers which, in Australia, generally requires completion of an apprenticeship 

or traineeship, including accredited work-skills educational programs at a TAFE or other 

provider (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020). 

Typical focus group comments were: 

“I don’t really want to go on with education. I am more of a hands-on type person 

really. I am hoping to get an apprenticeship in the local area” (Stefan, Riverside 

Rural Secondary College). 

“You can do VCAL and then you can get an apprenticeship … You don’t need to 

continue with school” (Halle, Highlands Rural Secondary College). 

Stefan and Halle, and other rural students, acknowledged that they did not believe that 

they needed further education for an apprenticeship or traineeship. This belief was observed in 

rural students more than metropolitan students, and showed a lack of understanding of the 

requirements for completing an apprenticeship or traineeship, and implied that careers 

counselling was not effective in relation to this. 

None of the rural students in this research aspired to become a farmer. Several 

commented that, whilst they enjoyed living on a farm, it was currently a financially difficult 

time for farmers. Marisa, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, wanted to become a 

teacher, but stated that she would come home and spend weekends on the farm. Terry, from 

Highlands Rural Secondary College, stated that his parents wanted him to take over the farm, 

but he wanted to become an engineer. 

Having considered the aspirations of the students, the factors related to SCAT will now be 

considered. The effect of the personal, behavioural and environmental determinants, from the 

SCAT framework, are discussed in Chapters 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5, respectively. 
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6.5 The Effect of Personal Determinants on Student 

Aspirations 

In this research, the personal determinants affecting the aspirations of the students were 

identity and self-efficacy, focusing on part-time work and sport, goal setting and success, and 

the capacity to continue education.   

6.5.1   Identity and Student Aspirations 

The students who participated in this research identified with being a family member, a 

student at their school, a community member, a team member (often in a sporting team), a 

friend or an employee (often in a part-time job). Their aspirations also formed a part of their 

identity, as did, especially for rural students, their attachment to their local environment and 

landscape.  

Many rural students knew that they would need to leave their community in order to 

develop their identity in another place. For some students, place was transient. For others, it 

was where they wanted to be for the rest of their lives. Geldens and Bourke (2008) stated that: 

“There is intense pressure to maintain socially prescribed identities that conform 

to local cultural expectations … rural communities play an instrumental role in 

how young people design and manage themselves” (Geldens & Bourke, 2008, p. 

283). 

In this research, that was not entirely the case. For many rural students, their rural 

community was important to them and they identified with being a “country person”. For many 

rural students, rurality affected and was a major constituent of their identity, and they did 

conform to the local culture through involvement in community activities such as sport and 

enjoying what many regarded as the relaxed nature of rural life. However, many rural students 

were in the process of planning to leave their community, some expecting never to return. 

Many were intent on becoming more independent and making their own decisions about their 

lives and future careers, reflecting the comments of Erikson (1968), regarding breaking away 

from parents and others in authority.  

For the rural students in this research, most wanted to leave their community, either 

temporarily or permanently. They appreciated their community but, for many, it did not 

provide sufficient attraction for them to stay. The exception was the rural males who aspired to 
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a technician/trade career in the community. They were connected to their community, usually 

through sporting activities and friends. 

Sport and part-time employment contributed to the identity of rural students. Most rural 

students in this research loved sport and their part-time job. Sport reinforced teamwork, their 

sense of community and the opportunity to be successful, as suggested by Tonts and Atherley 

(2010) and Croft-Piggin (2015), and by many students in focus groups. As Stefan and Cameron 

stated: 

“Through the sporting aspect, there is a sense of community. Everyone loves 

going to the footy on a Saturday, going to watch the game. So I really do feel part 

of the community” (Stefan, Riverside Rural Secondary College).  

“I want to get into a trade … Who helped me make that decision? … People from 

the footy club. Most of them are tradies” (Cameron, Riverside Rural Secondary 

College). 

For Stefan, sport provided a community connection opportunity, whilst for Cameron, his 

football club members helped with his career aspirations. There was, however, a small 

percentage of rural students, male and female, who did not identify with sports, as they were 

not good at it, or were just not interested. Some were frustrated that the only activities available 

in their community were sporting activities. As Daniella stated: 

“There is not really much to do in a small town like this, I guess. There is nothing 

except sports” (Daniella, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

Rural students were more likely to have a part-time job than metropolitan students (see 

Figure 4.28). For those with a part-time job, many indicated that sport and their part-time job 

affected their study. The effect was lower for metropolitan students (see Figures 4.25 and 

4.26). However, part-time work was important for rural students and it contributed strongly to 

their identity, as found by Maslen (2009). As stated previously in Chapter 5, Lucinda, from 

Marlin Bay Rural College, believed that her part-time job was important as it provided her with 

life skills that would be useful in the future, and it also contributed to her sense of herself and 

her identity.  

As discussed above, for rural students, being successful in sport, having a part-time job, 

embracing community life and being independent in the determination of future career 
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aspirations, enhanced their identity and the sense of being successful. Success and goal setting 

are discussed in the next section.  

6.5.2   Self-Efficacy - Success, Goal Setting and Student  

           Aspirations 

As Bandura stated, success and goal setting are motivational aspects leading to 

increased self-efficacy. Success creates a belief in one’s ability to succeed further (Bandura, 

1997, p.122). 

In relation to success, Smith and Skrbis (2017) related success in life to academic 

success, whilst, for Heckhausen, Chang, Greenberger and Chen (2013), it was a successful 

transition to further education or employment. For many of the rural and metropolitan students 

in this research, success included achieving good academic results, completing secondary 

schooling, accessing a university or TAFE course and finding a satisfying job. However, rural 

students were less likely to indicate that success meant gaining entrance to a university or 

TAFE course, than metropolitan students (see Figure 4.30).  

But success went beyond academic and career success and included quality of life, as 

suggested by Quaglia and Perry (1995). For many students, success was also being happy in 

life, developing school-life balance, having friends and experiencing new activities. For rural 

students, success also included enjoyment of the local environment and balancing school, 

work, sport and their family life. Lucinda related success to her goals, stating that: 

 “If you have goals for the future and you achieve these goals, then you have been 

successful. Having a school-life balance … is something that is really important, 

especially in a place like Marlin Bay” (Lucinda, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

For some rural students, there was a dilemma related to their definition of success. 

Rebecca commented that: 

“Success is getting high scores in everything. I think I have been reasonably 

successful in that area. … But I wouldn’t say I have been that successful because 

you can’t experience as much as you would in a metropolitan school” (Rebecca, 

Highlands Rural Secondary College). 

For Rebecca, whilst she had achieved success at her rural school, she believed she 

would have been more successful if she had attended a metropolitan secondary school where 
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she perceived that there would have been higher expectations. Her feelings of success, her self-

efficacy and outcome expectations were diminished by this perception, resulting in her wanting 

to have a year away from study after finishing secondary school.  

For Stefan, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, success included enjoying his 

time at school, having good friends and also getting reasonable grades. For Stefan, however, 

future success related to his goal of becoming an electrician, a goal that he believed he would 

achieve, allowing him to maintain his connection with his local rural community and his 

football club. By gaining employment locally, he believed that he could stay in his community. 

For Stefan, place mattered. For many rural male students, success and self-efficacy related to 

accessing a trades career. That was more important to them than high grades at school. 

Whilst Stefan had achieved good results at school, rural males were less likely to 

consider that they had been successful at school than rural females or metropolitan students 

(see Figure 4.30). The rural males who aspired to a technician/trade career generally considered 

that they did not need to be successful at school, and found schoolwork and study to be boring 

(see Figure 4.31). They were often more interested in their sport and part-time employment, 

than they were in schoolwork. Aspiring to a technician/trade career, they believed that they did 

not need to continue education after secondary school and therefore, did not believe that they 

needed to try hard at school. 

The Year 12 VCAL students provided interesting comments regarding success. Rural 

Year 12 VCAL students were the least likely group of students to consider that they had been 

successful in life. This was attributed, by the students, to community perceptions of their 

VCAL program. Noah’s and Declan’s comments demonstrated the difference between rural 

and metropolitan VCAL students, in this regard: 

“The people who choose VCAL are usually the ones who can’t sit in class all day. 

People who don’t like to study or do homework. We don’t get any homework. It’s 

pretty slack I think” (Noah, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

“We have a really good VCAL program … You can narrow your course down to 

what you really want to do. You can plan a path to be successful in what you want 

to do” (Declan, Outer Eastern Secondary College). 
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At Declan’s school, VCAL was regarded as an equivalent pathway to VCE, whilst at 

Noah’s school, and many other schools, VCAL was often, inappropriately, seen only as an 

option for students who would normally drop out of school.   

Setting goals often motivated students to work hard to achieve their goals and 

aspirations (Quaglia & Perry, 1995; Welsh, 2005), and was a way to improve outcome 

expectations and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Rural and metropolitan students in this 

research were similarly likely to indicate that they set goals for their future, whilst rural males 

were less likely to believe that they would reach their goals, than rural females or metropolitan 

students (see Figure 4.29). In focus groups, whilst rural females spoke about their goals, most 

rural males did not. Typical comments were: 

“How I measure success is, I always set goals that I have to achieve. If I do not 

achieve them then I feel let down.” (Shelley, Highlands Rural Secondary 

College). 

“I hate goals because I never achieve them” (James, Riverside Rural Secondary 

College). 

James made an instructive point. Setting goals for the future allowed students to 

work towards their aspirations. However, setting unachievable goals reduced the self-

efficacy and outcome expectations for boys like James.  

For many students, their career aspirations included enrolling in university or 

TAFE, whilst for others, it was finding employment immediately after secondary school. 

Aspirations, related to continuing with education, are considered in the next section. 

6.5.3   Capacity to Continue Education and Student Aspirations 

It was stated (Lamb et al., 2014) that rural students were 18% less likely to attend 

university after leaving school than metropolitan students. In this research, rural students were 

almost 20% less likely than metropolitan students to indicate that they wanted to continue 

education after secondary school (see Figure 4.22). Significantly, this was more pronounced 

amongst the rural males than it was amongst the rural females. Many rural males were insistent 

that further and higher education was not an important aspect of their future life after school 

and they were significantly less likely than metropolitan students or rural females to aspire to 

continue education after secondary school (see Figure 4.22). They were also less likely to 

perceive that they needed to continue with education for their future career (see Figure 4.23). 
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Vantieghem, Vermeersch and Van Houtte (2014) found that females had higher levels 

of self-efficacy than males, and that this often translated into females having higher aspirations 

than males. In this research, rural females had high levels of self-efficacy and most aspired to 

continue education after secondary school. In comparison, rural males were less likely to think 

that their results at school were good, or to indicate that they tried hard at school, reflecting the 

research of Heyder and Kessels (2017, p. 75), who found that trying hard at school was not a 

male characteristic. In this research, rural males were more likely to indicate that they were 

bored with schoolwork and less likely to think that they were smart enough to continue with 

education (see Figure 4.31). Consequently, they were less likely to aspire to go to university or 

TAFE. But this did not mean that they had lower self-efficacy than rural females. Instead, it 

reflected that their self-efficacy was focused differently. Noah was typical. He stated:  

“Up until I enrolled in VCAL, I didn’t do much and I didn’t try much. It was stuff 

that was boring but you just had to do it. Now I want to be a builder so I am 

focused on that” (Noah, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

Like many rural students, Noah did not aspire to continue education after secondary 

school. He perceived that he did not need to go to university or TAFE to become an apprentice 

builder, an aspiration that he believed that he would realise. His self-efficacy was focused, not 

on doing well at school, but on obtaining a job in the community and retaining his community 

connection.  

 Overall, rural females and metropolitan students were similarly likely to aspire to 

continue education after secondary school. Rural males were less likely to do so. In the 

next section, the behavioural determinants, related to SCAT, are discussed. 

6.6 The Effect of Behavioural Determinants on Student 

Aspirations 

In this research, the behavioural determinants affecting the aspirations of the students were 

student behaviours and future focused behaviours. They related to behaviours related to school 

and planning for the future. 

6.6.1   Student Behaviours   

It has been stated that doing well at school can provide a pathway to high-level career 

aspirations (Gibbons & Borders, 2010; Heckhausen et al., 2013). Further, it has been found that 
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rural students in Victoria achieve lower levels of academic success than metropolitan students 

(Fyfield, 1970; Lamb et al., 2014). Ahuja (2016) found that females had higher self-efficacy 

than males and, as a result, were more engaged and tried harder in class than males.  

These findings were supported, in general, by the results of this research. Trying hard 

and doing well academically were more important to rural females and metropolitan students 

than they were for many rural male students, as mentioned previously. Rural males believed 

that they could access a future job through community contacts, such as through the football 

club and, consequently, did not see the relevance in doing well in school. Whilst 94% of 

metropolitan males saw a reason to try hard at school, only 70% of rural males shared that 

feeling. A significant percentage of rural males did not see the need for continuing education, 

so getting good results and trying hard at school were not imperatives for them. As mentioned 

previously, however, their self-efficacy was still high, but it was focused on what they saw as 

being important, namely accessing employment in the local community.  

A related behavioural area was home study. Rural male students were more likely to 

miss homework because of other activities, than were rural female students and metropolitan 

students (see Figure 4.26). Further, rural students were more likely than their metropolitan 

counterparts to indicate that sport and part-time employment affected study (see Figure 4.25). 

For many rural males, sport, part-time work and remaining in the local community were more 

important than high academic outcomes. Self-efficacy for rural males, who were intent on 

remaining in the community, was based on their belief that they could be successful in 

realising their aspirations.   

6.6.2   Future Focused Behaviours 

Future focused behaviours related to how students accessed information regarding their 

career aspirations. In general, the rural students, in this research, were proud of the fact that 

they made decisions about their aspirations themselves. They had belief in themselves and their 

ability to determine their aspirations. For some rural students, parents were involved, but 

usually this, according to the students, related to parents supporting the student’s career 

aspirations and decisions. Rural students rarely mentioned parents and teachers in relation to 

helping with their aspirations. Metropolitan students, however, regularly commented on the 

assistance of their parents. Typical rural student comments were: 
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“My parents haven’t really encouraged me. They have supported me, but I pretty 

much do what I want to do” (Carrie, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

“My parents just want me to be happy” (Troy, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

In contrast, metropolitan students often acknowledged the influence of parents. Typical 

comments were: 

“It is something that interests me quite a bit and that comes mostly from myself 

but also from my parents’ influence” (Shaun, Inner East Secondary College). 

“I don’t know what I want to do in the future, but my parents have always pushed 

me to go towards Science” (Rhiannon, Outer Eastern Secondary College). 

For the rural students in this research, there was a choice to make. For some, their 

aspirations meant that they would have to leave their community to continue their education, or 

to find employment. Others chose to find a job locally and retain connection with their local 

community. This choice was not necessary for metropolitan students who had the option to live 

at home and continue education. Connection to community and choosing whether to stay or 

leave were factors related to the environmental factors in SCAT. Environmental determinants 

are discussed in the next section.   

6.7 The Effect of Environmental Determinants on Student 

Aspirations 

The environmental determinants that were considered in this research were place and 

rurality, family and friends, and school. This section is divided into four sub-sections related to 

these areas.    

6.7.1   Family and Student Aspirations  

Two key areas, related to families, were considered in this research. They were parent 

and family support and encouragement, and family characteristics. 

6.7.1.1   Parent and Family Support and Encouragement 

Most rural and metropolitan students involved in this research lived at home with their 

parents and siblings. As noted in section 6.4.2, rural students commented that their parents had 

a support role in the determination of student aspirations. Rural students also stated that, whilst 

they had the self-efficacy and identity to make career decisions for themselves, they 
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appreciated the support and encouragement of parents. For metropolitan students, parents were 

more influential in aspiration development.   

More than half of both the rural and metropolitan students indicated that they received 

support from their parents with homework. For year 10 students, the percentage was greater 

than it was for year 12 students (see Figure 4.6). The differences were attributable to the 

increased complexity of year 12 courses. Metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students indicated 

greater support from their parents, than rural Year 12 VCAL students, in this regard.   

Whilst rural and metropolitan students were equally likely to indicate that their parents 

encouraged them to do well at school, rural students, particularly males, were less likely than 

metropolitan students to indicate that their parents encouraged them to attend university or 

TAFE (see Figure 4.6). The perceptions of rural students were that parents were more likely to 

encourage Year 12 VCE students and females to attend university or TAFE, than males and 

Year 12 VCAL students. For metropolitan students, there was little difference between male 

and female students or those in the different year levels with regard to this.     

The lower result for parent encouragement of rural males to continue education was 

partly attributable to the fact that some rural males did not perceive the need for continued 

education. Also, knowing that rural parents wanted their child to be happy, and if the student 

was intent on an apprenticeship or traineeship in the local area, the parents would be unlikely to 

encourage further study, unless they, the parents, were aware of the educational requirements 

of completing an apprenticeship or traineeship. Cameron, who wanted to be a builder, showed a 

lack of knowledge of the educational needs of his career choice, stating:  

“I would like to do building or carpentry. I have kind of decided myself. The 

teachers and my parents haven’t helped much but my parents support my 

decision. They know that I do not want to go on with education” (Cameron, 

Riverside Rural Secondary College).  

In relation to whether rural students wanted to continue with education after secondary 

school, there were three distinct groups of students in this research. They were: 

(a) Group 1: Females and Year 12 VCE students (80% wanted to continue 

education); 

(b) Group 2: Males and Year 10 students (60% wanted to continue education); 

(c) Group 3: Year 12 VCAL students (40% wanted to continue education). 
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These groupings aligned with the percentage of rural students who perceived that their 

parents encouraged them to continue with education after year 12. The three groups were 

identical and the percentage positive responses were similar, at 80%, 65% and 45%, 

respectively. The pattern showed that, for rural students, there was alignment between parent 

encouragement and the percentage of students aspiring to continue with education within each 

of the three groups. The metropolitan pattern differed as most metropolitan students aspired to 

continue education after secondary school. For metropolitan students, between 70% and 90% 

of all groups of students wanted to continue with education and, for each group, approximately 

80% perceived that their parents encouraged them to do so. The correlation, between parental 

encouragement and wanting to continue with education, is further discussed in section 6.6 of 

this chapter. 

In relation to parents encouraging students to continue education after secondary 

school, there were significant differences between the perceptions of rural students who aspired 

to professional careers and those who aspired to technician/trade or community/personal 

careers (see Figure A7.4 in Appendix 7). Rural students who aspired to a professional career 

were aware that they needed to go to university or TAFE and hence, their parents were more 

likely to encourage them to do so. However, those who aspired to a technician/trade or a 

community/personal career were significantly less likely to perceive that they were encouraged 

by parents to continue education, than those who aspired to a professional career. They also 

were more likely to perceive, incorrectly in many cases, that they did not need to continue their 

education in order to realise their aspiration. Metropolitan students’ perceptions of parental 

encouragement were similar for professional and technician/trade careers and slightly lower for 

community/personal careers (see Figure A7.4 in Appendix 7). This was a reflection of the 

highly aspirational outlook of metropolitan students and their parents. 

Whilst Cuervo (2016, p. 137) found that rural parents encouraged their children to leave 

their rural town in order to pursue further education, the data in this research showed that this 

did not occur consistently. Many rural parents, particularly those of students who aspired to 

technician/trade and community/personal careers, were not perceived by the students to 

encourage their children to leave the community and continue education. From the perspective 

of the students, that decision by parents was based on parents supporting their child’s choices 

about their future, whether that was to continue education or to find a job that, they perceived, 

did not require further education.  
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6.7.1.2   Family Characteristics 

It has been suggested in the literature that family characteristics affected student 

aspirations, particularly related to continuing education after secondary school. In this research, 

the effects on student aspirations of: the number of parents living at home with the student; the 

number of children in the family; parental educational levels; and socio-economic status (SES), 

were considered. 

Byun, Meece, Irvin and Hutchins (2012) and Marks (2017) suggested that students 

from two-parent families generally had higher educational aspirations than students from 

single-parent families. In this research, the results were not conclusive. There was little overall 

difference, between rural students from one-parent families and those from two-parent 

families, in relation to wanting to continue with education and parents encouraging their 

students to continue education. There were exceptions, however. Rural males from two-parent 

families were more likely to indicate that their parents encouraged them to continue with 

education, than if they were from one-parent families (see Figure 4.8). Metropolitan males 

were more likely to aspire to continue education after secondary school, if they had two parents 

living at home than if they had one parent. The data was not conclusive, however. 

In relation to parental tertiary education, rural students were more likely to want to 

continue education, and to be encouraged by their parents to do so, if at least one parent had 

attended university or TAFE (see Figure 4.10), than if no parent had done so. This effect was 

similar, but less extreme, for metropolitan students, and was consistent with the findings of 

Coleman (1988) and Christofides, Hoy, Milla and Stengos (2015), who found that parental 

education had an effect on a student’s aspiration to attend university.   

Typical student comments were: 

“My parents both went to uni so I am more inclined to go” (Halle, Highlands 

Rural Secondary College). 

“Both my parents went to uni and my dad is a maths and science teacher, so I’ve 

always wanted to study in that field” (Ashton, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

Parental encouragement to continue education after secondary school was affected by 

the number of children in the family. Rural females and metropolitan males were less likely to 

want to continue education, and rural and metropolitan females were less likely to perceive that 

they were encouraged to do so by their parents, if they came from a larger family (4 or more 
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children in the family), than if they came from a smaller family (less than 4 children in the 

family) (see Figure 4.13). The effect was relatively small, however, and could have been 

attributable to SES differences as suggested by Marks (2006). This result was significant, 

however, given that rural families were more likely to be larger (4 or more children), than 

metropolitan families (see Figure 4.12). 

The SES of families has been reported to affect student aspirations (Byun et al., 2012; 

Chesters, 2015). In this research, it was found that the aspirations of rural students aligned with 

the school’s SES, particularly in relation to continuing education. The higher the SES, the more 

likely a rural student was to aspire to continue education after secondary school and to be 

encouraged to do so by their parents. The pattern was different for metropolitan students, with 

students from low SES schools being more likely to want to continue education than students 

from medium SES schools (see Figure 4.11).   

The rural result was similar to that found by Watson et al. (2016), whilst the 

metropolitan results reflected student perceptions that parents in low SES areas of Melbourne 

were often highly aspirational for their children, and that those parents were keen to ensure that 

their children succeeded. In her focus group, as stated in section 5.2.3 in Chapter 5, Aisha, 

from South East Secondary College, commented that her parents had come from overseas and 

had left school early, but they had high aspirations for Aisha and her sisters, wanting them to 

have a good education and obtain good jobs.  

As Aisha and other metropolitan students stated, many migrant parents have lower paid 

jobs, but they have high aspirations for their children and want their children to aspire to attend 

university, a finding similar to that of Krahn and Taylor (2005) in Canada. For rural students 

from low-SES families, this situation was not observed to the same degree in this research, and 

low-SES resulted in lower rates of students wanting to continue education after secondary 

school.   

6.7.2   Friends and Student Aspirations 

 Both rural and metropolitan students agreed that they would miss family and friends if 

they moved away from home (see Figure 4.14), aligning with the findings of Irvin et al. (2012) 

and Halsey (2018). Students commented on the fear of losing friends if they left their 

community, in line with the research of Oswald and Clark (2003), who found that friendships 

often decreased when a student moved from school to university. 
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Friends were important to both rural and metropolitan students, providing support and 

encouragement. Stefan, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, stated that missing friends 

was a reason he would not move away from his home town, whilst Lauren, from Marlin Bay 

Rural College, knew that she would miss her friends when she went to university. Rural and 

metropolitan students stated, as suggested by Gilstrap (2016, p. 100), that “friend-based social 

support” inspired and supported students, and challenged them to do their best. As Jemma 

stated: 

“I have made good friends at school as well. They are kind of supportive. If I have 

a bad day, my friends … cheer me up” (Jemma, Highlands Rural Secondary 

College).   

Whilst friends were a source of encouragement to both rural and metropolitan students, 

almost half of rural males, and more than half of rural Year 12 VCAL students, perceived that 

their friends did not want them to continue education after secondary school (see Figure 4.14). 

This was, in all likelihood, related to the number of rural males who did not want to continue 

their education anyway and who aspired to gaining employment in the local community. Their 

friends acted in the same way as parents in this regard: they supported the student to continue 

education if that was what the student wanted, but not if it was not what the student wanted. 

Associated with this, rural students commented that they chose like-minded students as friends, 

stating that, if a student aspired to continue education after secondary school, their friends were 

likely to have that aspiration as well. As Gareth stated: 

“If you want to succeed, then you will find friends who would want the same 

thing. You would be more likely to be successful if you had friends who, like you, 

would want to strive to achieve that long-term goal” (Gareth, Riverside Rural 

Secondary College). 

As well as family and friends, another significant environmental determinant was 

school, which is considered in the next section. 

6.7.3   Schools and Student Aspirations 
 

This section is divided into three parts, related to school and teacher support, school 

and teacher encouragement and curriculum, careers and pathways. Each of these areas affected 

rural student aspirations and outcome expectations. 
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6.7.3.1   School and Teacher Support 

Most metropolitan students in this research, both male and female, believed that their 

school was a very good school. Only half of the rural students thought this (see Figure 4.15). In 

focus groups, rural students made many positive comments about their schools. Stefan and 

Matt stated: 

“I can’t complain really … I am going to finish year 12, so I have done well. And 

I wouldn’t change the school at all” (Stefan, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

“It is great that the school is small so we know everyone. I play footy with a 

couple of teachers and it’s great. You build a bond with some of the teachers” 

(Matt, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

However, there were many issues raised as well. Rural students referred to the need for 

quality teachers, higher academic expectations, better subject choice, improved careers 

counselling and more resources. They reflected the thoughts of Alloway and Dalley-Trim 

(2009), who commented on the lack of subject choice and experienced teachers, and Cuervo 

(2016), who discussed careers education and the lack of curriculum breadth.  

Rural students, especially females, were less likely than metropolitan students to think 

that their school was preparing them well for life after school and that their teachers 

encouraged them to attend university or TAFE (see Figure 4.16). Generally, rural students 

perceived that rural schools were less effective than metropolitan schools in areas such as high 

expectations, academic results and teacher quality (see Figure 4.19). These results aligned with 

the comments of Halsey (2018), who stated that the achievements of rural students have fallen 

behind those of metropolitan students for a long time. 

The narrow range of subjects and electives in rural schools was an issue for the 

students. Rebecca, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, as stated in section 5.2.5 in 

Chapter 5, wanted to study Literature but it was not offered as there were not enough students 

wanting to study it. Similarly, Lucinda, from Marlin Bay Rural College commented on the lack 

of availability of subjects related to agricultural science at her school as a result of the lack of a 

qualified teacher. Typical student comments were: 

“You get forced into subjects that you don’t want to do” (Carrie, Riverside Rural 

Secondary College). 
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“Because here we have less people, so you are not going to get the subjects that 

you want, because they cannot offer them” (Ebony, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

Students also commented that they often had to complete subjects by distance 

education, due to teacher shortages or having insufficient student demand for a subject. For 

some students, distance education was a positive, whilst for others, it was problematical. 

Typical comments were: 

“It’s good that our school does distance education. It’s beneficial but it’s hard 

because you are by yourself” (Missy, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

“We have to do half our classes by distance education. It is pretty hard and I 

think that it is pretty bad” (Destiny, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

Rural students stated that their schools often had trouble attracting and retaining 

teachers, particularly good teachers, and this affected their outcomes and their aspirations. 

There were positives as well. In focus groups, rural students stated that their teachers were 

mostly friendly, helpful and supportive. Typical comments were: 

“There are some teachers who have been here for years and they are great and 

we appreciate them” (Maggie, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

“It seems that you just get to know a teacher and get used to them and they leave 

the school” (Halle, Highlands Rural Secondary College). 

A lack of availability of teachers, the limited choice in the curriculum, together with a 

lack of opportunities to study the subjects needed for their future, restricted rural student 

aspirations. This translated into rural students perceiving that their school was not preparing 

them for life after school, and affected their outcome expectations, thus reducing their belief 

that they would reach their career aspirations.   

6.7.3.2   School and Teacher Encouragement 

Byun et al. (2012) found that rural student aspirations were related to the educational 

expectations of their teachers. In this research, approximately 50% of rural students thought 

that expectations were lower in rural schools than they were in metropolitan schools. In 

contrast, less than 8% of metropolitan students thought that metropolitan schools had lower 
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expectations than rural schools (see Figure 4.19). Rural students commented that high 

educational expectations were lacking in their rural schools.   

Marisa, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, stated that there were not high 

expectations from her teachers. She could get extra work, but had to ask for it. Other rural 

students commented that: 

“In a remote place like this, there are no expectations to get top scores” (Ashton, 

Marlin Bay Rural College). 

“The teachers don’t really care as long as you get your work in” (Eliza, Riverside 

Rural Secondary College). 

Whilst metropolitan students commented on the academic expectations that they had 

from their schools, rural students more commonly talked about expectations of them for life. 

Many rural students felt that neither their parents nor their teachers had high academic 

expectations of them, and they only wanted the students to be happy. Typical comments were: 

“They care about if you are going to be secure in your future. If you are going to 

be happy rather than what you are going to do” (Rebecca, Highlands Rural 

Secondary College).  

“Expectations are more about how you are going as a person. They want us to be 

good people in the community” (Helena, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

This was why many rural students appreciated their school. The relationships with 

teachers were often positive and students perceived that their teachers wanted them to be 

happy and secure. However, many rural students also wanted higher academic 

expectations and wanted to be encouraged to continue with education after secondary 

school. For example, Halle from Highlands Rural Secondary College, commented that 

her teachers did not know about her aspirations to go to university and they encouraged 

her to study VCAL in years 11 and 12, rather than VCE, thus potentially restricting her 

future educational choices. For Halle, high expectations from her teachers would have 

increased her belief in her ability to continue studying after secondary school and hence 

her self-efficacy. Her motivation and outcome expectations were linked to her teachers’ 

expectations, as suggested by Welsh (2005). Fortunately, Halle had the self-efficacy to 

ignore the advice and study VCE. 
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In section 6.5.1.1 of this chapter, the parallels between parent encouragement and a 

student wanting to continue education were discussed. For rural students, similar patterns 

occurred with teacher encouragement to continue education. Rural students were less likely 

than metropolitan students to perceive that their teachers encouraged them to continue 

education (see Figure 4.16) and, in particular, those who aspired to technician/trade or 

community/personal careers were more than 20% less likely to perceive that teachers 

encouraged them to continue with education, than if they aspired to a professional career. For 

metropolitan students, that difference was minimal. The correlation between teacher 

encouragement of a student to continue education and the student wanting to continue 

education is discussed further in section 6.6 of this chapter. 

Other areas of schools that affected student aspirations were related to curriculum, 

and careers and pathways education. These areas are discussed in the next section.  

6.7.3.3   Curriculum, Careers and Pathways 

In this research, more than half of both the rural and metropolitan students did not think 

that they learned about their local community at school (see Figure 4.17), suggesting that, in 

many schools, the curriculum was not responsive to the local context. Rural students believed 

that, if the curriculum had more local, relevant content, it would be more interesting and 

motivating. Two groups of students who learned about their community at school, were the 

rural and metropolitan Year 12 VCAL students. This reflected the curriculum structure of 

VCAL, which was more flexible and more able to incorporate local content. 

Student motivation and, in turn, aspirations and outcome expectations would improve, 

if the curriculum was focused on student needs, as noted by Bartholomaeus (2013). Similarly, 

if students do not have adequate careers and pathways counselling, their opportunities to 

choose the right pathway are diminished.  

As suggested by Lapan et al. (2003), quality careers counselling increased a student’s 

belief that they could aspire to their chosen career, thus increasing their self-efficacy. It has 

also been suggested that rural students often have limited understanding of the benefits of post-

secondary school educational options (Carrillo-Higueras & Walton, 2020). The rural students 

involved in this research expressed concern regarding the quality of careers counselling in their 

schools.  
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More than 60% of rural students indicated that they did not have access to useful careers 

advice related to further education (see Figure 4.18 and 4.19). Metropolitan Year 12 VCAL 

students were the most positive about careers assistance, reflecting the fact that work placement 

and work skills were an integral part of their VCAL program. Rural VCAL students were less 

positive, however. That many rural students did not perceive that they had effective careers 

teaching, was exemplified by the high percentage of students who aspired to a technician/trade 

career and who did not understand the need for further education for that career. 

Rural students were less confident that their school provided opportunities to explore 

possible future careers, than metropolitan students. The difference was significant (see Figure 

4.18). The students least likely to think this were rural females, reinforcing the fact that rural 

females did not think that their school was preparing them well for the future. Rural females 

also commented on the lack of satisfying employment, particularly for females, in many rural 

communities. This aligned with the research of Dahlström (1996), who found that, in the north 

of Norway, rural females lacked employment opportunities in their community and needed 

high-level careers advice in order to find their pathway to the future.      

Many rural students commented that their careers teachers were ineffective, often not 

qualified and did not have sufficient understanding of possible pathways and pre-requisites for 

university and TAFE courses. Metropolitan students were also not positive about their careers 

education, but talked about visiting universities, attending open days and careers expositions. 

They felt that these events provided an opportunity to explore future possible careers. Rural 

students lacked the same degree of access to such events.  

Focus group comments included: 

“The careers meetings that we do, they do not show you different options. They … 

don’t suggest alternatives” (Soula, Highlands Rural Secondary College). 

“There would be jobs that we would see at careers expos that we didn’t even 

know existed and so the exposure that we gain from that is incredible” (Bryson, 

South East Secondary College). 

Overall, the rural students in this research perceived that careers education was not a 

priority in their school. Whilst metropolitan students had access to expositions and open days, 

for rural students, access to these events was restricted by travel and time.   
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In the next section, how rurality affects the lives of the students and their aspirations, is 

discussed. 

6.7.4   Rurality and Student Aspirations 

In this section, the effect of the environmental determinant of place and rurality is 

considered. This section is divided into three parts, namely connection to community, rural 

isolation and staying or leaving the community. 

6.7.4.1   Connection to Community 

Hektner (1995) noted the tension that occurred when many rural students had to decide 

whether to leave the community or to stay. When rural students were strongly connected to 

their community, the decision was difficult.  

The majority of rural students in this research felt connected to their community. So too 

were the metropolitan students (see Figure 4.3). Most students felt safe and comfortable in 

their community and more than half perceived that the community was important to them. 

Speaking about Highlands, Maya stated that: 

“It’s a great town. Everyone in Highlands is friendly and helpful. You feel safe 

here” (Maya, Highlands Rural Secondary College). 

Apart from safety and comfort, rural students associated many positive elements of life 

with being in a rural place. Students commented that they loved the community connections, 

particularly through sporting activities. They appreciated the environment and the opportunities 

to go bushwalking or surfing and to enjoy time with their friends. They spoke about their part-

time work and how this gave them money, connection with people and increased their self-

efficacy. They commented on their rural identity, often suggesting that they would always be a 

“country” person. Many rural students knew that, whilst they would leave their home town to 

go to university or to gain employment, they would always be thankful for being brought up in 

a rural area. As Troy stated: 

“I reckon this is a great place to raise a family. We are lucky being brought up 

here” (Troy, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

However, Troy, and other rural students, discussed features of rurality that were not so 

positive. Mikaela, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, noted that there was nothing apart 

from sports in Highlands, whilst Helena, from Marlin Bay Rural College, did not like everyone 
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knowing her business and found “country town” gossiping difficult to bear. Typical rural 

student comments included:  

“There is really nothing to do. I would like to live somewhere where there is more 

to offer. The town is really small. It is far away from everything” (Jemma, 

Highlands Rural Secondary College). 

“If I was in the city, there would be a lot more pressure to do well… but here the 

expectations come from us, not the school” (Matt, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

These comments exemplify the effect of rurality. The lower academic expectations from 

the school and parents reflected the nature of many rural places, as found by Hlinka et al. 

(2015). The lack of opportunities to get involved in activities other than sport also reduced 

connection to the community for some students, particularly females.   

Alston (2004) and Dalley-Trim and Alloway (2010) found that job possibilities 

for rural young people who stayed in the community were limited. For Maggie, there 

were trade/technician jobs available in her rural town, but she wanted to go to university, 

so she knew that she would have to leave in order to do so. She said: 

“If someone wants to do a trade, there are probably more opportunities living in a 

country town. It probably helps students who want to do that rather than people 

like me who want to go to university” (Maggie, Riverside Rural Secondary 

College). 

Maggie’s comments were representative of the challenge for many rural students. 

There were many positives related to living in a rural town, but these were balanced by 

some significant challenges. One of these challenges was related to rural isolation, as 

discussed in the next section. 

6.7.4.2   Rural Isolation 

Rural communities in Victoria are not as isolated as some communities in larger 

Australian states. However, isolation is still an issue. James et al. (1999) carried out a study in 

three Australian states, including Victoria, and suggested that rural isolation contributed to 

rural disadvantage. Student comments, in this research, supported this. 
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Rural isolation resulted in difficulty in attracting and retaining teachers, as mentioned 

previously.  It also affected the outcome expectations of students who aspired to go to 

university.  Isabella stated that: 

“Our principal says that if we want to go to university, we probably won’t, 

because of travel and living costs” (Isabella, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

In focus groups, rural students also commented on issues, related to isolation, such as 

the time taken for excursions and the inability to access visits to universities and career 

expositions. Typical comments included: 

“Last year we were doing Year 11 Art and we took three days to do a trip to the 

National Gallery, so you lose a lot of time travelling where a city school can just 

go there” (Matt, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

“If I want to go to a careers day in Melbourne which is open on a Friday, 

Saturday or Sunday, because my parents both work at the weekend, I can’t get 

down there to see all the careers info” (Maya, Highlands Rural Secondary 

College). 

Rural isolation affected Maya, even though Highlands was just 112 kilometres from 

Melbourne. Students indicated that public transport from Highlands to Melbourne took half a 

day and there were only two buses per day. That, students stated, restricted access to events 

and activities in Melbourne. For a student from Marlin Bay, it took seven hours by car to travel 

500 kilometres to Melbourne. It took 10 hours by public transport. The isolation precluded 

participating in activities that students would like to be involved in. Helena stated: 

“It gets a bit like a bubble here. We talk about going to Melbourne to visit 

universities or careers expos, but it takes too long and costs too much” (Helena, 

Marlin Bay Rural College).  

Rural isolation also resulted in increased costs for rural students who aspired to 

continue their education after secondary school. Rural students were more likely to consider 

that further education would be expensive (see Figure 4.5). They commented on the costs of 

transport, accommodation and the cost of the course they wanted to do. As Jackson stated: 
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“It is not fair. The cost of living is way too much. In the city … they don’t have to 

pay for travel and rent and food and that sort of stuff. In the end, we don’t do it” 

(Jackson, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

Rural isolation affected student aspirations and outcome expectations in rural Victoria. 

It restricted subject choice and opportunities to be involved in visits to universities and careers 

expositions. It made continuing education difficult and expensive, with the costs of 

accommodation, travel and living costs. Further, for students who did not want to leave their 

community, it was a major barrier.    

6.7.4.3   Staying or Leaving 

One aspect of rural isolation was related to the lack of access to further education in 

many rural areas. This lack of universities, TAFE colleges and employment options in many 

rural communities affected the aspirations of rural students. In order to fulfil their educational 

and career aspirations, many students needed to decide whether they stayed in their community 

or left, as found by Corbett (2007) in Nova Scotia and Alloway et al. (2004) in Australia. 

Corbett (2007, p. 431) stated that “the default position experienced by education-focused, 

‘aspirational’ youth was to leave”.  

In this research, a high percentage of rural students believed that they would leave their 

community to take up employment or further education. The percentage of females who 

believed this was higher than that of males (see Figure 4.4). Whilst a small percentage of rural 

students never wanted to leave their community, a larger percentage wanted to leave as soon as 

possible. More than 40% of females saw the need to leave as soon as possible, generally due to 

a lack of local employment opportunities, their aspiration to go to university, or feeling bored 

or uncomfortable in their local community. For rural males, the percentage was 27%. 

Wilson (2009) found that, in Canada, students aspiring to vocational and trade careers 

often wanted to stay in their rural community where work was available, particularly for males. 

In this research, rural Year 12 VCAL students paralleled Wilson’s findings. More rural VCAL 

students wanted to remain in the community and never leave than any other group. The key 

factor here, as it was in Wilson’s study, was that employment in the local area was available, 

particularly for males in the technician/trade sector.   

Aspiring to a trade/technician role in the local area was a viable and positive career 

aspiration for approximately 30% of the rural males in this research. Having such a career, and 
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staying in the local community, maintained the connection to their community, developed 

through sport and other activities. For rural females, there was a lack of job prospects and, 

hence, the need to explore employment and education elsewhere was paramount.  

In this research, three main groups of students existed, namely: those who wanted 

to leave and not return; those who wanted to stay within the community; and, those who 

needed to leave but expected to return. Daniella and Lucinda wanted to leave and 

probably not return. They stated that: 

“If I left, I might come back for a visit … I really don’t want to come back because 

if I did I would think that I had failed at what I want to try and achieve” 

(Daniella, Riverside Rural Secondary College). 

“I just don’t see returning as something a career for me would allow. 

Employment is a big issue here. There is a lot of temporary, casual employment, 

but that is all” (Lucinda, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

For Daniella, the fear of failure was real. If she left, she perceived that returning would 

be viewed as failing, as suggested by Geldens (2007) and Haartsen and Thissen (2014). 

Continuing education provided an opportunity to leave, as many students did not see a future 

for themselves in the local community. Missy, from Riverview Rural Secondary College, 

stated that she did not want to be left behind in her rural town, believing that she would feel 

like a failure if she stayed. As Missy said:  

“It is important to leave and do well” (Missy, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

Several students wanted to remain in the community, often as a result of the trade jobs 

that were available, and also as a result of maintaining the connection with their friends and 

with the sporting activities that they enjoyed. These students were typical of the second group. 

For example, Tyrone, from Riverside Rural Secondary College, wanted to maintain his links 

with the football club and was keen on a trade career. Eamon, from Highlands Rural Secondary 

College, wanted to stay in Highlands if there was sufficient work as an earthmover. Eamon and 

Tyrone exemplified the fact that, if a student wanted to remain in the community, there was a 

high probability that the student would be a male.  

Typical of the third group was Marisa, from Riverside Rural Secondary College. She 

wanted to be a teacher in the local area and to return to the community after completing her 

teaching degree. She loved working on her parents’ farm. Marisa was, however, unusual 
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amongst rural females. Of those who stated, in focus groups, that they wanted to leave to 

continue their education after year 12, only one third of both males and females indicated that 

they would return. 

6.8 Correlation with Continuing Education 

Sharp et al. (2020, p. 543) found that parental expectations, school results and 

connection to community were important for a student to study at university. In this research, 

the Spearman Correlation coefficients of several of the items in the survey were determined, 

showing how each item correlated with the item: 

“When I leave school, I want to continue with my education”. 

When areas of medium to high correlation were considered, it was found that rural 

students’ aspirations to continue education after secondary school correlated at a significant 

level with twelve items from the student survey. For metropolitan students, the number of 

items was three. The items with medium to high correlation for all students, are shown in 

Figure 6.1. 

Determinant Rural Items of Medium to High Correlation 

Personal 

  I think I will be able to achieve the goals I have set myself. 

  I think that my time at school has been successful so far. 

  I do not find study to be boring. 

  I am smart enough to be able to do well at University/TAFE. 
  

Behavioural 

  To get the job I want, I need to go to University/TAFE. (Metro)10 

  I try hard to get good results in my subjects at school. 

  I intend to complete year 12. (Metro) 
  

Environmental 

  I would leave the town where I live for education or employment. 

  I never want to leave the community/town where I live. 

  My parents encourage me to attend University/TAFE. (Metro) 

  At least one parent continued education after secondary school. 

  My teachers encourage me to attend University/TAFE. 
 

 

Table 6.1: Survey Items with Medium or High Spearman Correlation with the Item  

“When I leave school, I want to continue with my education”. 

                                                             
10 Note: Areas of medium to high correlation for metropolitan students are labelled (Metro) 
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 The items provided a view of the barriers faced by rural students, who aspired to attend 

university or TAFE, in contrast with those faced by metropolitan students. Rural students faced 

barriers associated with personal, behavioural and environmental determinants. They related to 

family and teacher encouragement, parental educational levels, behaviours at school, success at 

school, goal setting, needing to continue education, connection to and the need to leave the 

community and the capacity to continue education.  

For metropolitan students, there were only three areas, namely that they intended to 

complete year 12, they saw the need to continue with education after secondary school, and 

their parents encouraged them to do so. 

There were several survey items that had a low correlation with wanting to continue 

education after secondary school, but which were considered important by rural students. 

These items focused on: 

(a) thinking that the school was a good school; 

(b) whether the school was preparing students for the future; 

(c) the quality of careers counselling; 

(d) the curriculum of the school.  

These items were important to both rural students who wanted to continue with 

education, and those who did not want to do so, as discussed in focus groups. There was 

therefore little variation in student responses, thus resulting in a low correlation coefficient. 

In order to continue education after secondary school, rural students needed to negotiate 

twelve obstacles, whilst metropolitan students had only three. This exemplified the fact that 

continuing education in Victoria is not a level playing field. Rural students face many barriers 

and many of them are insurmountable. For many rural students who aspire to attend university 

or TAFE, they will not be successful, resulting in them lowering their outcome expectations 

and, in many cases, settling on finding, often, less satisfying employment locally. The inequity 

facing rural students is significant, as suggested by the Australian Schools Commission (1973) 

and Cuervo (2016). It is an equal opportunity and social justice issue that should not exist in 

modern times. Solutions need to be found to rectify the situation. 



Page - 181 
 

6.9   Summary 

This chapter outlined the perceptions of rural and metropolitan students regarding their 

aspirations and outcome expectations. The SCAT framework provided an organisational and 

analytical framework for consideration of the enablers and barriers to the aspirations of rural 

students. Using SCAT allowed enablers and barriers to be compartmentalised as personal, 

behavioural or environmental determinants in an organised, logical way. 

The research demonstrated that rural students are affected by many factors, related to 

their families, friends and schools, and that they were also affected by the students’ own 

behaviours, self-efficacy and identity. Most of all, it is rurality that affects student aspirations, 

through the effects of connection to place, rural isolation, and the effects of rurality on families, 

friends, schools and the students themselves. 

In the next chapter, responses to each of the five research questions are provided. 
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Chapter 7   Discussion – Part 2 

7.1   Introduction 

In this chapter, a response to each of the five research questions is provided. In each 

case, the response focuses on the research topic: 

“The effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in rural government secondary 

schools: The perspectives of students.” 

In this research, there was evidence that showed that place and rurality had a 

significant effect on student aspirations and outcome expectations. In some cases, the effect of 

place and rurality was direct. In other cases, it was related to the effect of place and rurality on 

other elements of SCAT, namely, family and friends, school, identity and self-efficacy. 

Environment (place and rurality) was critical in this research. Bandura (2012) stated 

that the environment, within which a person existed, created a significant barrier, but one that 

could be overcome by high levels of self-efficacy. Bandura stated: 

“The environment is not a monolithic force. The agentic perspective 

distinguishes among three types of environments—imposed, selected, and 

constructed. The imposed environment acts on individuals whether they like it or 

not” (Bandura, 2012, p. 11). 

Bandura (2001, p. 4) defined the “agentic perspective” in terms of people becoming 

agents of change by adapting and influencing their own environment to suit their own needs.  

In this research, the environmental factors were significant and, for some rural students, 

they were, in fact, “monolithic”. However, many of the rural students exercised “an agentic 

perspective”. They believed that they had agency over their environment, and they constructed 

a future pathway that they believed to be achievable. In some cases, this pathway involved 

leaving their community. In other cases, it meant staying connected to the community and 

securing employment in their local community. The rural students were aware of the barriers 

that could affect their aspirations and outcome expectations, but many believed that these 

barriers could be overcome.   

 In developing this chapter, the key definitions, presented in Chapter 3.3, are reiterated 

for the purposes of clarity. They were: 
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(a) Aspirations – The ambitions of a person for the future in terms of their education, career 

and life in general and the ability of a person to set goals for their future and to work 

towards realising those goals (Quaglia & Cobb, 1996). 

(b) Self-efficacy – The degree to which a person has the motivation, resilience and 

understanding of themselves, and the belief in themselves, to achieve future goals 

successfully, overcoming barriers that they confront (Bandura, 2012). 

(c) Outcome Expectations – A person’s estimate that a given behaviour will lead to certain 

outcomes (Bandura, 1977, p. 193).   

(d) Identity – The collection of attributes of a person, such as “ego strength, an internal locus 

of control, self-monitoring, self-esteem, a sense of purpose in life, social perspective 

taking, critical thinking abilities, and moral reasoning abilities” (Côté, 1997, p. 578).  

(e) Rurality – all areas, in Victoria, outside the Melbourne Metropolitan Area, as used by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2020), with the understanding that rural places differ 

(Looker and Dwyer, 1998). 

Throughout this chapter, a response is provided to each of the five research questions. 

The research questions were: 

Question 1: To what extent does living in a rural community affect the aspirations of rural 

secondary school students? 

Question 2: To what extent do factors related to a student’s family affect the aspirations of 

rural secondary school students?   

Question 3: To what extent do friends and peers influence the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

Question 4: To what extent do schools and teachers affect the aspirations of rural secondary 

school students?  

Question 5: To what extent do identity and self-efficacy affect the aspirations of rural 

secondary school students?  

As noted in Chapter 3, whilst each of the research questions begins with the statement 

“to what extent”, implicit in each research question is how the elements and factors in the 

question affect student aspirations. In this way, both the qualitative nature of the data from 

student focus groups, and the quantitative data from the student survey, are taken into account.   
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The response to each research question focuses on the effect of place and rurality on 

student aspirations directly, or through its effect on the other elements of SCAT. The voices of 

the students take centre stage throughout this chapter.  

From the point of view of the students in this research, the significant areas, related to 

place and rurality, which affected aspirations were:  

i. The decision whether to leave the community for education, employment or personal 

reasons, versus staying because of connection to community; 

ii. Rural isolation, including the cost of leaving the community for further education or 

employment; 

iii. The lack of employment opportunities in rural towns which resulted in students, 

particularly females, needing to leave the community; 

iv. The need to leave a community as a result of incompatibility with the rural culture; 

v. How rurality affected family encouragement of their children to continue education; 

vi. The effect of rurality on family demographics such as SES, parental education levels 

and the size of rural families; 

vii. How rurality affected teacher expectations of students in terms of academic 

achievement and aspirations for the future; 

viii. The lack of resourcing of rural schools, affecting teacher recruitment and curriculum 

breadth, and the effect of this on the outcome expectations of students; 

ix. The curriculum not reflecting the local context in many rural schools; 

x. The less than effective nature of careers education in many rural schools; 

xi. High levels of self-efficacy among rural students but with differing areas of focus;   

xii. The effect of rurality on the identity of rural students and the effect on their aspirations.  

Each of these areas, which reflect responses to the student survey and student 

comments in focus groups, links to an element or factor of the SCAT framework and, through 

that element or factor, they link to place and rurality. Using the terminology of Bandura (2012), 

they reflect the imposed environment experienced by the students.     

The next sections provide responses to the research questions, presenting the point of 

view of the students. They show how place and rurality affect the aspirations and outcome 

expectations of rural students. 
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7.2   Research Question 1: Place and Rurality 

Place and rurality directly affected student aspirations through a number of factors, 

including connection to place, rural isolation and the reasons for wanting to stay or to leave. 

Whether a student decided to stay in their community or to leave, was often related to the 

connection that the student had to their community. It was also related to the need to obtain 

further education or employment, which was often not available in their local community. 

Staying or leaving either affected, or was affected by, the selection and construction of the 

aspirations of the student, their self-efficacy and their sense of agency. It was also related to the 

effect of environmental factors that formed enablers or barriers to those aspirations.   

Connection to place affected the aspirations of rural students. Their aspirations were 

often compromised by their attachment to their local rural community. As Bæck stated: 

“Where you live matters when it comes to educational performance and careers” 

(Bæck, 2019, p. 61).  

 For rural students who did not have aspirations that involved further education, their 

aspirations may not have been compromised by connection to place. However, their aspirations 

may have been affected by not being able to imagine or understand the benefits of continuing 

their education beyond secondary school. Illustrating this latter point, Alloway et al. (2011) 

found that, in Australian rural cities, there was a lack of role models to encourage students to 

continue education, whilst Carrillo-Higueras and Walton (2020) found that many rural 

students, in New South Wales, did not understand what a university education had to offer 

them.  

More generally, other researchers, such as Bæck (2004), found that students were more 

negative about their rural community and about remaining there, than were city students. In 

addition, Petrin et al. (2014), in the United States, found that the more able rural students were 

more likely to be connected to their community, but were still very likely to leave the 

community to continue their education.  

The comments of Bæck, Carrillo-Higueras and Walton, Alloway et al. and Petrin et al. 

illustrated that the environmental effects of living in a rural community affected the aspirations 

of rural students. However, there were ways that communities could assist students to 

overcome the environmental barriers. For example, if the culture of the rural community, as 

developed by families, friends, schools and community members, nurtured and encouraged 
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students to follow their educational, career and life aspirations, the outcome expectations of the 

students could be improved, and the barriers commonly ascribed to rural places, overcome. 

 In this research in Victoria, a geographically small state in Australia, the students spoke 

positively about their connection to their community. They spoke about positive elements of 

rural life, such as the sporting culture and the laid-back nature of the community. The sense of 

feeling safe in the community was also a key talking point. Such findings did not align with 

Bæck’s research. In this research, negativity about the local community was restricted to the 

few students who found the nature of their community to be claustrophobic and stifling.  

The results of this research aligned with the research of Petrin et al. (2014). Victoria’s 

higher achieving students were connected to their community and still had the need to leave to 

continue their education and, as in the research of Alloway et al. (2011), students in rural 

Victoria often found a lack of support and guidance when it came to their aspirations.  

The three groups of students, in this research, were: 

(a) Those who wanted to leave as soon as possible and who expected never to return; 

(b) Those who never wanted to leave; 

(c) Those who were prepared to leave in order to pursue their educational aspirations or 

to find employment, but who expected that, at some time in the future, they might 

return. 

What was the difference between these groups of students? Did it relate to connection 

to the community? Was it just the higher achievers who wanted to leave?  

The difference between the groups was highly dependent on the three key words from 

Bandura (2012, p. 11), related to the environment, namely ‘imposed’, ‘selected’ and 

‘constructed’, and focused on whether the environment was constructed to maximise student 

aspirations. The culture of Australian rural communities has, for many years, influenced the 

aspirations of students. For example, it has been traditional for a male to take over the family 

farm or the family business from his parents (Bessant, 1988). It has been traditional for male 

students to play football and become connected to the community through the football club. It 

has been traditional for female students to leave school, and work in the local community. 

More recently, Alston and Kent (2003) stated that: 

 “… girls' educational aspirations are driven not only by a valuing of higher 

education but also by a lack of other opportunities in the towns. Whereas boys 
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have options including farm work and apprenticeships, girls are not often 

considered for these positions … Rural girls also report the macho culture of 

small towns as being one of the critical factors in their aspirations to finish 

high school and leave town for higher education” (Alston & Kent, 2003, p. 

12). 

These thoughts played out consistently amongst the rural students in this research. 

Females and males regularly commented on the lack of opportunities for females in their local 

community, and a culture that favoured males. For this reason, many females wanted to leave 

their community as soon as possible. They did not embrace traditional expectations. Their 

reasons for leaving varied. Rural females, in focus groups, discussed leaving to continue 

education or to get a satisfying job. For a small number, it was a way to escape the stifling 

environment that provided few opportunities. Many of the females, in this research, recognized 

the fact that their rural community, through its sustained, often ingrained culture, provided few 

opportunities for them. Most females stated that they simply had to leave. Bæck (2004) found 

that females were more likely to stay in their community in order to preserve family 

connections. That was not evident in this research. 

For many rural males in this research, rural Victoria aligned with Corbett’s seaside 

fishing village in Nova Scotia (Corbett, 2005, 2007). In Corbett’s research, males could find 

work at the local fisheries. Others, mainly females, left the community to find work elsewhere, 

usually within 50 kilometres, whilst others moved further away to continue education. In 

Victoria, many rural males experienced a situation similar to that of the females. They needed 

to leave for education or employment opportunities. However, there was a cohort of rural 

students, mostly males, who were well connected to the community to such a degree that they 

never wanted to leave. This was often the experience of the football playing male students, 

who were a part of what Alston and Kent (2003) regarded as the ‘macho’ culture of the 

community.  

For them, finding employment in the local area was a priority. They stated that they 

never wanted to leave, as they loved the local culture. They had the perception that they would 

get an apprenticeship as a tradesperson. The social connections that they had at the football 

club, they believed, supported and ensured success in their aspirations. For them, the 

environment may have been imposed, but they embraced it completely. They believed that the 

environment was an enabler for their aspirations. For them, it was not a ‘monolithic’ barrier. 
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There were also many rural male students who spoke of the need to leave, often as 

quickly as possible. They were the students who, like rural females, had aspirations to pursue a 

professional career after completing a TAFE or university course. For them, like the females, 

there was little choice other than leaving their community, provided they could overcome the 

imposed environmental barriers, created by rural isolation. These barriers were related to 

accommodation and travel costs as well as moving to a possibly alien culture in the city.  

 Bæck (2004) stated that: 

“Job prospects are so important, it is reasonable to assume that areas with poor job 

opportunities, in the sense of few and/or undesirable jobs, are especially 

vulnerable to youth emigration” (Bæck, 2004, p. 111). 

Bæck’s comments reflected the situation in rural Victoria for females. In rural Victoria, 

there were job prospects for females, but they were generally low-paid positions in the retail 

industry. Females stated that there was little else, unless they obtained further qualifications at 

university or TAFE. For these students, the choice was a difficult one, namely: stay and accept 

a low-paid job in the community, or leave to obtain further qualifications and accept the costs 

related to doing so.  

Many rural students developed their aspirations, often based solely on their own 

research. In doing this, they displayed high levels of self-efficacy and, in an equitable 

environment, they may have been able to achieve their aspirations. However, their outcome 

expectations were diminished as a result of the imposed barriers related to their environment. In 

focus groups, rural students stated that the lack of job opportunities and access to tertiary 

studies affected those who wanted to stay, whilst the costs associated with leaving, including 

the costs of accommodation, student fees and living costs, were often a barrier for students 

leaving their community. This situation, in Victoria, parallels the findings of Corbett (2005), 

who noted that the costs associated with leaving were a significant barrier. As the students, in 

this research, stated in focus groups, this was an equity issue for rural students. 

For the rural students who aspired to a career that required a university or TAFE 

education, the choice was clearly to leave, either permanently or temporarily. There were 

students who wanted to leave for education reasons but who expected to return after 

completing their studies. These students wanted to retain their rural lifestyle and hoped to gain 

satisfying employment on their return, as previously found by Eacott and Sonn (2006) and 

Geldens (2007). 
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The culture of rural life, mentioned earlier, also provided a barrier. Leaving the 

community often resulted in the difficulty of existing in a community removed from their rural 

town, in terms of distance as well as the cultural differences associated with “big city” living. 

These aspects dampened the aspirations of some rural students and certainly affected their 

outcome expectations and, in some cases, resulted in them deciding not to leave, and 

continuing to live in their rural town, thus foregoing their aspirational dreams. Associated with 

this was the concept of fear. Many students recognised that, if they left and were not successful 

in their educational or career aspirations, and then returned to their rural community, they may 

feel personally that they had failed, and could be considered a “failure” in the eyes of members 

of their community, a point previously made by Geldens (2007) and Haartsen and Thissen 

(2014). 

Overall, rurality affected student aspirations and outcome expectations directly in terms 

of the strength of their connection to their rural community and the issues related to rural 

isolation. The extent to which these areas affected student aspirations varied between students. 

For example: 

(a) Some rural students aspired to remain in their rural community. Staying in their local 

community allowed them to fulfil their aspiration to find employment locally and, 

importantly, to maintain their connection with the community. There were others who 

stayed because the barriers, which resulted from the imposed environment, were 

beyond their ability to overcome. 

(b) Many students aspired to escape their community for personal reasons, whilst others 

wanted to leave their community for educational or employment reasons. Rurality 

affected them, particularly in terms of the barriers, which included costs, cultural 

aspects and the loss of contact with family and friends. This, as noted by Cuervo 

(2016), is an equity issue that governments in Australia have been unable to resolve.  

Bandura (2012, p. 11) stated that the environment was not a “monolithic” force. This 

was true for some of the students in this research, but not for others. For the students who 

wanted to continue their education but who were not in a position to do so for financial 

reasons, the barriers associated with their rural environment were indeed “monolithic”. For 

those whose career aspirations were in the local community, and for those who, through their 

own self-efficacy or through the assistance of their parents, were able to meet the financial 

burden of leaving the community, the effect of the environment was not “monolithic”.  
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Place and rurality also affected student aspirations through their family. This is 

discussed in the next section.  

7.3   Research Questions 2: Family 

  There were many areas related to family that affected the aspirations of the rural 

students in this research. These areas included parental encouragement to continue education 

and the demographic characteristics of families, which in many cases, were affected by the 

place where the student lived. Consequently, place and rurality affected student aspirations 

through the student’s family. 

 Cuervo (2016) found, in North Western Victoria, that parents generally encouraged 

their children to leave home to continue with their education. Whilst that was true of some 

students in this research, it was generally not the case. In focus groups, students perceived that 

their parents, who had often lived in a rural community all of their lives, were not fully aware 

of the importance of further education in current times and, as a result, did not encourage their 

children to continue with education. Rather, parents encouraged them to find employment in 

the community and not continue with their education. Parents who were farmers, for example, 

often encouraged their children to work on, and perhaps take over, the family farm. This 

situation worked for those students who were connected to their community and who wanted to 

stay in their local rural town, but it was difficult for the students who had different aspirations, 

such as to attend university.  

This situation, from the point of view of the students, was a direct result of the isolation 

of rural parents who had spent their lives in their rural community. The students perceived that 

their parents were aware of the educational needs of the work that they did in the local area, but 

were not aware of educational expectations related to the career aspirations of their children, in 

the current employment climate.  

 Students considered that one reason for parents not encouraging their children to 

continue education was that rural students who continued education almost certainly needed to 

leave their community in order to do so. Continuing education meant moving from a small 

rural town to Melbourne, or to a provincial city such as Bendigo (see Figure 3.4). Parents, who 

discouraged their children from leaving their community, often did so from the point of view 

of the costs involved, and that they would miss their son or daughter if they left the 
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community. By not encouraging their children to continue their education, parents often stifled 

the aspirations of their children, a situation that was directly attributable to rurality. 

 The lack of parental encouragement to continue education exemplified Bandura’s 

imposed environment (Bandura, 2012). For many students, the lack of parental support and 

encouragement, and the high costs associated with leaving their community, contributed to 

students reducing their outcome expectations. For many, the environment in which they lived 

was a “monolithic” force that was reinforced by the lack of parental encouragement.  

 Whilst rural students generally perceived that their parents did not encourage further 

education, for some rural females, the situation was different. Rural parents were more likely to 

encourage females to continue with their education than males. As mentioned previously, there 

was employment available for males in the local area, for example, in the trade area, whilst 

jobs for females were often, from the point of view of the students, routine, limited and low-

paid. The students were aware that, unless there was a pathway to stimulating employment in 

the local area, their only option was to continue education, and many parents realised this as 

well. In relation to this, Alston and Kent (2003) commented: 

“those with restricted access to education are shut out of the global 

marketplace and limited to local labour market opportunities at a time when 

these are becoming precarious and insecure” (Alston & Kent, 2003, p. 15).  

Corbett (2005) similarly found that females, in the Nova Scotia fishing village that he 

researched, did not have access to the well-paid positions that were available to males in the 

fishing industry. As a result, females needed to leave the area, a situation that paralleled with 

the findings of this research. 

The comments from Alston and Kent (2003) and Corbett (2005) resonated with this 

research. Rural females believed that there was little to keep them in their rural community in 

terms of employment or education options and, as a result, parents understood the need for 

females to leave to follow their aspirations. Consequently, parents were more likely to 

encourage them to do so. However, not all parents of female students encouraged them to 

continue education, as some parents were unable to overcome the financial barriers associated 

with rural students continuing their education.  

Throughout this research, the students constantly raised the concept of happiness, as 

they perceived that their parents wanted them to be happy in life. Students thought that 
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happiness was more important to parents than the career that the students sought. Halsey 

(2018) stated that, from a parent’s point of view: 

“a school will do whatever is necessary to ensure that my child/children is/are 

successful and happy” (Halsey, 2018, p. 22). 

 There is a difference between the perceptions of the students, in this research, and 

Halsey’s comment. The students perceived that their parents wanted them to be happy, and that 

success was not as important as happiness. The students perceived that, for parents, it was 

happiness that mattered most, whilst for students, happiness combined with success was what 

mattered.  

Family characteristics also played an important role in student aspirations. Family size, 

parental educational levels and SES levels were found, in this research, to influence student 

aspirations. This was an effect of rurality, given the different demographics of rural families, 

when compared with those of metropolitan families. 

The rural students, in this research, came from larger families than their metropolitan 

counterparts. They commented that the size of the family had an effect on their aspirations. If 

the family was large, responses to the student survey showed that there was less chance that the 

student would continue education. In focus groups, students stated that they believed that their 

family would not be able to provide the financial support needed to more than one or two 

children. Of significant concern was that rural students from larger families were less likely to 

perceive that they were smart enough to continue education. 

The effect of family size was previously reported by Majoribanks (2004), who stated 

that: 

“The number of children in families continued to have a small but significant 

association with the likelihood of attending university” (Majoribanks, 2004, p. 

1269). 

In this research, the effect of family size for rural students mattered. The reduced self-

belief in their capacity to continue with education was of concern, because rural students were 

much more likely to come from larger families than were metropolitan students. Further 

research of this area would be beneficial to determine the strength of this barrier to student 

aspirations. 
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 Another area of family demographics related to parental education. Many rural 

students commented that, if they attended university or TAFE, they would be the first person in 

their family to do so. Some rural students, on the other hand, commented that going to 

university was a natural progression, as their parents had done so. Many rural students, whose 

parents had not attended university, believed that they also would not attend university, a 

situation that was different amongst metropolitan students. Whilst the link between parent 

tertiary education and student aspirations has been found previously (Christofides et al., 2015), 

there was a question of equal opportunity here. The rural students, in this research, whose 

parents had not undertaken tertiary education, believed that they were unlikely to continue 

education, but they also believed that it was not fair that their aspirations were affected by their 

parents’ lack of attendance at university or TAFE. For them, education was an equity issue, one 

that could discriminate unfairly.  

The socio-economic status (SES) of the area where the student lived was also 

significant. Whilst students from low SES areas in Melbourne were equally or more likely to 

aspire to continue their education after secondary school than those from middle and high SES 

areas, in rural Victoria, students from low SES areas were significantly less likely to aspire to 

continue education than those from higher SES areas. In focus groups, students believed that 

the metropolitan result was a reflection of the aspirational nature of their parents. Many 

metropolitan students from migrant families spoke about how aspirational their parents were 

for them. They perceived that their parents did not want them to have low-paid employment 

and thus encouraged them to continue education. Rural students, from low SES areas, did not 

make similar comments, but focused on the lack of encouragement to continue education that 

they received from their parents. The rural result in this research was also found by Watson et 

al. (2016) and Byun et al. (2012).  The dichotomy between the rural and metropolitan results in 

this research again pointed to the inequities faced by rural students in many areas, including 

family background.   

  As Bandura (2009) stated: 

“Regardless of family structure, parents who have a high sense of efficacy are 

active in promoting their children’s competencies” (Bandura, 2009, p. 15). 

Bandura’s point was that the self-efficacy of parents is important in the development of 

their children’s capacity to focus on their future aspirations. Whilst the rural students in this 

research often had high levels of personal self-efficacy, the perceived lack of encouragement 
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from their parents provided a barrier to the aspirations and outcome expectations of their 

children. 

In the next section, the effect of friends on student aspirations will be discussed. 

7.4   Research Question 3: Friends 

There has been much comment in the research literature about the importance of friends 

in terms of student aspirations. Irvin et al. (2012) stated that:  

“Having to move away and not wanting to leave friends or other supportive ties 

may be educational barriers to rural youth” (Irvin et al., 2012, p. 73).  

This comment was similar to those made by Hektner (1995), who stated that friends 

could become a reason for young people to stay in their rural community, and Halsey (2018), 

who stated that the loss of friends was a reason for young people to not leave their community.  

Whilst the comments of Irvin et al. were, to a degree, replicated in the student survey in 

this research, student comments in focus groups did not reflect this. Rural students perceived 

that they selected like-minded people as friends. As a result, if a rural student aspired to 

continue education, it was likely that their friends did as well. If a rural student aspired to 

remain in their community and not continue with education, it was likely that their friends did 

as well. This aligned with the research of Gilstrap (2016), who found that students valued the 

support of friends and chose friends who had similar aspirations to them. 

 Overall, in relation to the effect of friends, the rural students in this research, 

particularly those who wanted to leave their community to continue education or for personal 

reasons, did not perceive that friends were as important as family in relation to their 

aspirations. The group most likely to discuss the importance of their friends were those who 

wanted to stay in the community. An unresolved question related to whether those students 

found a job in the community in order to maintain their friendships, or whether retaining 

friendships was perceived to be a by-product of aspiring to a job in the local area. This area 

would benefit from further research. 

In the next section, the effect of schools on student aspirations will be discussed. 
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7.5   Research Question 4: School 

  There were many areas where place and rurality impacted on schools and their 

teachers, and which, in turn, affected student aspirations. Bandura (2009) focused on three 

important areas in schools, namely student belief in their self-efficacy and ability to learn, 

teacher self-efficacy and belief that they can improve learning, and collective faculty self-

efficacy and belief that the school can be effective (Bandura, 2009, p. 17). 

 This research focused on each of these three areas, and found that teachers and schools 

did have an effect on whether a student believed that they could be successful in their 

aspirations. 

In recent research, Byun et al. (2012) and Halsey (2018) found that the influence of 

teachers was critical in the determination of student aspirations. Byun et al. (2012) focused on 

the need for teachers to have high expectations of students in terms of developing aspirations, 

whilst Halsey (2018) stressed that positive teacher-student relationships were critical for 

student motivation and development of future directions. Both of these comments were in 

accord with this research. 

From the point of view of the students in this research, one of the most positive 

elements of rural schools related to teacher-student relationships. In a rural school, the 

likelihood was that teachers and students knew each other outside the school, and this 

translated, in most cases, into positive teacher-student relationships at school. Rural students 

commented that the teachers often lived close to their students, that teachers and students knew 

each other socially, and that they often belonged to the same sporting clubs. These 

relationships should have provided a foundation for improved motivation and learning, leading 

to higher levels of self-efficacy and positive outcome expectations. Unfortunately, there were 

barriers which related to whether positive teacher-student relationships translated into high 

expectations of students. 

McConaghy (2006) found that “many Australian teachers begin their careers in rural 

schools, out of place, so to speak” (McConaghy, 2006, p. 325). In this research, students 

commented that many of their teachers were not from rural Victoria, but were from Melbourne. 

Students perceived that, often, their teachers did not understand rural schools, and most 

teachers left after a short time, resulting in a lack of continuity of teaching at the school. 

Students were positive about the teachers who stayed for a long period of time, but this, in the 
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eyes of the students, was not commonplace. In one rural school, students described losing half 

of the school’s teachers in one year. From the students’ point of view, the rapidity with which 

teachers left the school was not conducive to strong teacher-student relationships. 

In relation to expectations, rural students perceived a lack of expectations from their 

teachers. The students perceived that their teachers did not believe that rural students wanted to 

continue education after secondary school or have high aspirations. As students stated, many 

new teachers did not get to know the students, or try to understand the rural community. In 

such cases, where a Melbourne teacher was in a small rural community, there was the potential 

for a clash of cultures occurring, resulting in students not feeling known or understood and, as 

stated in focus groups, the impression that the teacher did not care. 

At one rural school, students commented that their principal told students that, even if 

they aspired to go to university, they would not do so because it would be too difficult. This 

exemplified a key issue for students. As the students stated, if the principal thought this, it was 

likely that the teachers thought this as well. Such comments affected the students’ belief that 

they could aspire to attend university or TAFE.  

A direct effect of rurality on rural schools was the inability of schools to be able to 

employ sufficient teachers with suitable cultural knowledge of rural schools and communities. 

The result was that students believed that, because their teachers assumed that the students did 

not want to continue education, they lowered their expectations of their students accordingly. 

The result was that, using the terms used by Bandura (2012), barriers related to rurality were 

‘imposed’ on rural students as a result of the lack of teachers who understood the rural culture 

and the needs of the students. The outcome expectations of the students were diminished 

accordingly.   

Also related to rurality was the resourcing of schools. Research (for example, Alloway 

and Dalley-Trim, 2009) has focused on the lack of resources in rural schools and the impact 

that the lack of human, financial and material resources had on student aspirations. The lack of 

resources also affected the students’ own expectations in terms of continuity of teaching, 

availability of equipment to support learning and access to programs designed to improve 

student learning and motivation. From the point of view of the rural students in this research, 

resources were an issue that affected all aspects of their schooling experience. The lack of 

qualified experienced teachers and the inability to offer more than a narrow range of subjects, 

from the point of view of the students, affected their motivation, aspirations and outcome 
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expectations. Rural students stated that they wanted their school to broaden curriculum 

offerings through sharing with other schools locally, or through e-learning opportunities. These 

opportunities were, rural students stated, rare, and this affected their outcome expectations, 

often resulting in a lowering of aspirations. Rural students stated that they believed that the 

education they received was inferior to that received in Melbourne schools. This, the students 

believed, was a result of lack of resourcing and, as such, was not equitable. 

Equally as important was the quality of careers advice provided to students. In this 

research, rural students stated that the quality of the careers advice that they received was 

below the level that they wanted and needed. This resulted, for example, in many rural students 

being unaware of the educational requirements of apprenticeships in Australia, and therefore 

thinking that they did not need to continue with education after secondary school.  

This was a significant finding that had the potential to affect the chance of a student 

achieving their aspirations. This finding aligned with those of Carrillo-Higueras and Walton 

(2020) in New South Wales, who found that student perceptions about a university education 

were often limited, and this affected their aspirations to attend university. In this research, 

however, the strength of the student attitudes towards careers counselling and careers programs 

suggested that a review of careers education was needed. Without effective careers programs, 

rural students stated that they were at a disadvantage compared with their metropolitan peers, 

having to find information for themselves, something that was dependent on the self-efficacy 

of the student. Some students were fortunate to be able to obtain careers advice from parents 

but, for the majority of students, they wanted more access to careers information from their 

teachers and, as the rural students stated, this was rarely forthcoming.      

Returning to Bandura’s view of the effect of environment (Bandura, 2012), the imposed 

environment in rural schools restricted the capacity of students to construct or select a school 

environment conducive to the realisation of their aspirations. However, the students in this 

research believed that more effective schools could be constructed in a way that improved their 

aspirations. The constructed school environment would include improved breadth of subjects 

and electives, more effective careers programs and better access to teachers who understood 

and appreciated the rural culture. 

In the next section, the effect of self-efficacy and identity are discussed. 
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7.6   Research Question 5: Identity and Self-Efficacy 

 Self-efficacy is defined to be the belief in one’s capabilities to successfully achieve 

something. Self-efficacy requires, for example, motivation, persistence in the face of 

difficulties, and previously successful completion of tasks (Bandura, 2012, p. 24). For many of 

the rural and metropolitan students in this research, their self-efficacy displayed itself through 

their positivity, their success in community-based activities, their determination to make their 

own decisions about their aspirations and their resilience in developing and pursuing their 

aspirations.   

 Many of the rural students enjoyed their environment and constructed their lives within 

that environment. They stated that they had success in sport and part-time work and that they 

displayed the resilience needed to live in an often isolated rural community. Through these 

activities, the rural students built their self-efficacy and this allowed them to imagine a future 

either within or outside of their local community. They believed that they could overcome 

barriers to their future aspirations. In focus groups, rural students stated that they knew their 

capabilities, they knew what they wanted in life and they realised the barriers to their 

aspirations that were inherent in living in a rural community. For many of the students, they 

believed that they had the agentic capacity to overcome those barriers. 

The students stated, in focus groups, that living in a rural community provided them 

with more opportunities to get involved in different activities, such as sport and part-time 

employment, than their metropolitan counterparts. Through these activities, rural students met 

a variety of people and built up their people skills. They believed that success in sport and their 

part-time employment, gave them power and agency over their environment. It built their 

belief in their abilities, showed them that they could be successful, and hence reinforced their 

self-efficacy. Many rural students commented that they were able to manage their time 

between their many activities in the community and their schoolwork. This, they stated, 

increased their level of belief in their ability to succeed in life. 

 Most rural students, in this research, had a belief in their capacity to access the career to 

which they aspired. As mentioned previously, rural students had less careers advice than 

metropolitan students, less access to careers expositions and universities and little input from 

their parents. Left to their own devices, the students found their own direction in life and 

aspirations for the future. They believed that they would achieve their ambitions, although 
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many realised that their outcome expectations might need to be lowered due to the effects of 

rurality through rural isolation and the strength of their connection to their community. 

 From the survey items, in this research, which were related to self-efficacy, the 

apparent self-efficacy of the rural males was lower than that of rural females and metropolitan 

males and females. This was puzzling, because rural males presented as confident people who 

were involved in many local activities and had clear notions about their future aspirations.  

 The rural males who aspired to technician/trade careers in their local community, had 

high self-efficacy, but it was related, not towards success at school, but towards the successful 

attainment of their aspirations to access a career in the local area, and hence, to retain their 

connection with the community. Many of the rural males who were in this situation stated, in 

focus groups, that they liked meeting people and making or fixing things. They stated that a 

trade was a career in which they would be successful. They constructed their own narrative of 

their environment, and they developed behaviours that would support that construction. In their 

construction of their rural environment, future success would be accomplished through the 

realisation of their aspirations, which were more important to them than doing well and trying 

hard at school. They were very clear in their statements that they would be successful in 

gaining an apprenticeship and subsequently working as a tradesperson. As a result, they would 

be able to stay in their rural community and maintain the connection to the community through 

sport and through their work. They commented that they did not need to succeed at school in 

order to do that. Their aspiration was where their focus lay.  

 Associated with self-efficacy is identity. For the rural students in this research, the 

effects of their environment contributed to their identity, which was in the developmental 

phase. They commented that their identity related to their sporting activities, their part-time 

work, their enjoyment of their rural community and the landscape. For many, the decision to 

stay or to leave the area for education or employment purposes also defined their identity. This 

was previously suggested by Pedersen and Gram (2018), who found that rural youth had 

“feelings of attachment, detachment, pride and entrapment” in their rural community and 

through these feelings, constructed an identity that had a role in whether they stayed or left the 

community (Pedersen & Gram, 2018, p. 620). 

 For many rural students, in this research, being a ‘local’ was an important part of their 

identity. As Geertz (1993) suggested, being a ‘local’ meant accepting the local norms and 

rituals. Many rural students identified as “country people” and most loved their local 
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community despite the barriers that it placed in the way of continuing education. However, 

being a ‘local’ did not mean that the students would stay in the community. For many, their 

aspirations would take them away, whilst for others, their aspirations were constructed to 

ensure that they remained connected to their community. Whether they aspired to stay in, or 

leave, the community, connection to the community was important for most rural students, and 

the majority of rural students stated that they would always regard themselves as a “country 

person”.  

 Some students, however, did not identify with their local community. For those 

students, many of whom did not enjoy sport, they found that there were few alternatives 

available. They were critical of the lack of jobs as well. They felt “out of place” as stated by 

Said (1999). They felt that they were aliens in their own rural town and could not wait to leave. 

Their aspirations often included the development of a new identity elsewhere, a point made by 

McConaghy (2006).  

  The extent to which self-efficacy and identity affected rural student aspirations varied 

with each individual. Most students had the self-efficacy and belief in themselves to develop 

their own identity. For some, that meant leaving their community, whilst for others, they 

constructed their aspirations to allow them to maintain their connection with their community. 

For many of the rural students, their self-efficacy was such that they believed that they could 

overcome the barriers that their imposed rural environment placed in their way, and realise 

their aspirations.   

7.7   Summary 

In this research, there were many areas related to place and rurality that affected student 

aspirations. In some cases, it was directly related to place and rurality, particularly in relation to 

connectedness to place and rural isolation. There were other areas where the impact of place 

and rurality was felt, however. In particular, the effect of family and friends on student 

aspirations was affected by rural isolation and by the requirement that a student had to leave 

their community if their aspirations included further education. Schools were affected by 

resourcing levels, the difficulty of attracting teachers to rural areas, a consequential narrowness 

of subject and elective choice, the lack of effective careers counselling and teacher 

expectations and encouragement. The students themselves were affected in their self-efficacy 

and identity, again through rural isolation, connection to community and the sense of 

belonging.  
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However, despite the barriers to achieving their aspirations, many rural students 

believed that they could be successful in realising their ambitions. They believed that they had 

the determination, agentic perspective and the self-efficacy to overcome the imposed 

environmental barriers to their aspirations.  

Throughout this chapter, student voice has been the centrepiece. The students provided 

insights into their lives, and into the effects of place and rurality on their future aspirations. 

This strength of student voice set this research apart from previous research.  

This chapter has also demonstrated the importance and the effectiveness of the SCAT 

framework that was developed as an integral part of this research. This framework has 

provided an effective lens, based on the theoretical research of Bandura (1977, 1997, 2001, 

2012), for analysing the effects of rurality on the aspirations of secondary students in rural 

Victoria. 

The students’ thoughts, in many areas, added to the knowledge about the aspirations of 

rural students. These areas included the:  

(a) different formations and foci of self-efficacy displayed by individual students; 

(b) importance of careers education in the determination of rural student aspirations; 

(c) issues related to the aspirations of rural female students; 

(d) different pathways taken by rural male students which allowed them to retain their 

connection to their community; 

(e) significant effects of parents, teachers and schools on rural student aspirations; 

(f) different effects of friends on the lives and aspirations of rural students.  

 Chapter 8 briefly summarises the findings of this research and provides suggestions for 

ways to improve the realisation of the aspirations of rural students.  
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Chapter 8   Conclusion 

8.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, a brief summary of the key findings of the research is presented, 

focusing on the effect of rurality on student aspirations. This is followed by suggestions for 

future actions that would improve the chances of rural students in Victoria realising their 

aspirations. The chapter concludes with some thoughts about possible future research and a 

return to Jeremy’s case study, and how it can be viewed in light of the findings of this research.  

8.2 Key Findings from the Research 

In this section, the major findings of the research are outlined, focusing on the SCAT 

framework, student aspirations and the enablers and barriers that affect those aspirations.  

8.2.1   The SCAT Framework 

The SCAT framework, developed and used in this research, was based on SCT 

(Bandura, 1977, 1997, 2001, 2012). It focused on the personal, behavioural and environmental 

determinants that affected the aspirations of rural secondary school students. SCAT allowed for 

a consistent analysis of the data that was collected in this research and proved to be an effective   

analytical framework. 

8.2.2   Student Aspirations 

Most students in this research had well defined aspirations for the future. The 

aspirations of the rural students were similar to those of the metropolitan students, with the 

exception of rural males who were less likely to aspire to continue education and more likely to 

aspire to a technician/trade career than rural females and metropolitan students. Perceived 

barriers to the aspirations of rural students were related to environmental factors such as the 

nature of rurality, families, friends and schools. Personal factors, such as self-efficacy and 

identity, provided many rural students with the belief that they could overcome the barriers 

related to the imposed environment, which included rural isolation and their connectedness to 

their community.  
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8.2.3   Environmental Determinants 

The aspirations and outcome expectations of rural students were significantly affected 

by their environment and whether the student had the belief that they could overcome the 

barriers associated with living in a rural place. Whilst some students had the agentic capacity to 

overcome rural isolation, their connectedness to their community and barriers associated with 

family, friends and school, others did not. 

In terms of family, parental education levels, the number of children in the family and 

the socio-economic status of the family, affected the aspirations and outcome expectations of 

rural students. Rural students were more likely to want to continue education beyond 

secondary school if at least one of their parents had done so. Rural females were less likely to 

be encouraged by their parents to continue with education if they came from a larger family (4 

or more children), something that is more likely in a rural setting, due to the larger size of rural 

families compared with metropolitan families. Of the groups of students in this research, rural 

students from low SES areas were the least likely to aspire to continue education after 

secondary school.  

Whilst family support and encouragement at school were similar for rural and 

metropolitan students, parental encouragement to attend university or TAFE was much lower 

for rural students. This was a consequence of the imposed rural environment. Generally, rural 

students felt that their parents wanted them to be happy in life and, the students believed that, 

for parents, this took precedence over career aspirations. Rural students also perceived that, if 

they aspired to a technician/trade career or a community/personal career, their parents were 

significantly less likely to encourage them to continue education after secondary school, than if 

they aspired to a professional career. For metropolitan students, parental encouragement to 

continue education was similar for all career aspirations.  

In relation to friends, rural students often formed friendships with like-minded students. 

Where a student aspired to continue education after secondary school, it was likely that their 

friends did as well and this resulted in friends being supportive. If a rural student wanted to 

remain in the community, it was likely that their friends did as well. 

Schools had a significant effect on the aspirations of rural students. Recruitment and 

retention of teachers, narrow curriculum offerings and the quality of careers counselling were 

all considered by rural students to affect their aspirations and outcome expectations. Rural 
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students acknowledged the importance of positive relationships with teachers. However, they 

perceived that their teachers did not have high academic expectations of them and did not 

encourage them to continue their education after secondary school. This, students stated, was 

related to the fact that many of their teachers were not “country people”, but were from 

Melbourne. Rural students perceived that many new teachers did not understand the local 

culture and were inclined to leave as soon as they were able to do so, thus affecting continuity 

of learning.  

Careers counselling in rural schools was considered to be ineffective or non-existent by 

many rural students. A consequence of this was that rural students had to find their own 

directions for the future without much input from teachers. This often resulted in rural students 

relying on the internet or their parents to advise them. Rural students wanted better careers 

counselling which, they believed, would improve their level of agency over their future 

directions.   

These school-related issues resulted in rural students being less likely than metropolitan 

students to state that their school was a very good school. They were also a reason for rural 

females not thinking that their school was preparing them well for the future. 

The rural environment was enjoyed by most students in this research. However, it also 

provided many barriers to student aspirations and outcome expectations. Whilst most rural 

students were connected to their local community, many wanted to leave, often as soon as 

possible. Rural males were more likely to feel connected to their community than rural 

females, who perceived that a lack of educational and employment opportunities existed in 

their community. This resulted in a particularly high percentage of rural females wanting to 

leave as soon as possible. Many rural males also felt the same way as the females, particularly 

those who aspired to attend university or TAFE, and those who sought a professional career.   

The effect of rural isolation was significant. For example, excursions and visits to 

careers expositions and universities required significant travel and, as a result, were infrequent. 

Rural students believed that these activities were important and, if available, would allow them 

to imagine possible future careers and enhance their understanding of how a university or 

TAFE education could be beneficial to the realisation of their aspirations. Such activities, 

students perceived, would also increase their belief that they could be successful in further 

education, thus increasing their power to overcome their imposed environmental barriers. Rural 
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students believed that rural isolation prevented such activities occurring as frequently as they 

did for metropolitan students, a situation that they believed to be inequitable. 

Added to this were the costs that would occur for students who aspired to a career that 

required further education. Leaving their community resulted in significant expense related to 

the cost of living, including accommodation and travel. Also, for many students, the cultural 

shift from a rural to a metropolitan lifestyle, was perceived to be problematical and was often 

considered to be the reason why many rural students did not continue education after secondary 

school. For many rural students, the environmental barriers were “monolithic”. 

8.2.4   Behavioural Determinants 

In this research, there were differences in the behaviours of rural and metropolitan 

students. For example, one area of difference between rural and metropolitan students related 

to seeking advice regarding their aspirations. Rural students were less likely to seek parental 

advice in determining their aspirations, than metropolitan students. They often stated that their 

parents did not provide sound, relevant or useful advice and they believed that they had the 

agency to develop their own aspirations. Most other differences related to the rural male 

students.  

Many rural males displayed behaviours similar to those of rural females and 

metropolitan students. However, the rural males who aspired to employment, usually in the 

technician/trade area, within their local community, perceived that they did not need to 

continue with education after secondary school. Rural males, like rural females, displayed high 

levels of belief in their ability and their capacity to achieve their aspirations. However, 

different behaviours related to completing schoolwork and home study were observed. The 

rural male students who wanted to remain connected to their community were more likely, than 

other students, to miss completing homework as a result of other activities such as sport and 

part-time work. They were also less likely to be motivated to try hard to get good results at 

school, mainly because they did not see the need for doing so.   

8.2.5   Personal Determinants 

The self-efficacy of rural students, in this research, was similar to that of metropolitan 

students. The rural students presented as confident, capable young people. They had opinions 

and a belief in their abilities. They stated that they had high-level aspirations and wanted to 

make something of their lives. The rural students, who wanted to remain connected to their 
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community by obtaining employment locally, however, displayed a different focus to their 

self-efficacy.  

For this group of students, their self-efficacy manifested itself in them having a strong 

belief that they would be successful in realising their aspirations to obtain a technician/trade 

apprenticeship in the local area. This was their focus, rather than achieving success at school. 

This group of students had overcome the issues related to the imposed environmental barriers 

by immersing themselves in the rural culture. Their aspirations allowed them to remain 

connected to their community and thus, to avoid the environmental barriers faced by students 

who wanted and needed to leave their local rural community for employment, educational or 

personal reasons.  

Considering the rural students as a total group, they generally believed that they had 

been successful in life and at school, the exception being rural Year 12 VCAL students, who 

often had not been successful in school in their earlier years. Rural students, except those from 

larger families, generally considered that they were smart enough to continue education after 

secondary school, even though many did not think that they needed to do so.  

The identity of rural students was created through their connection to their community, 

particularly through friendships, sport, part-time work and their appreciation of the 

environment. For a significant percentage of rural males, their identity included wanting to stay 

in their community. Most rural females, as well as many rural males, identified with wanting to 

leave. Many rural students identified with being a “country person”. They believed that, even if 

they left their community, they would retain that part of their identity. 

8.2.6   Factors Affecting Rural Student Aspirations to Continue   

           Education 

Rural students were less likely to aspire to continue education after secondary school 

than their metropolitan counterparts. Many barriers, mostly related to rurality, impacted on 

this. The following conditions needed to be met for a rural student to continue with education 

after secondary school. Students needed to:  

 think that study was not boring;  

 be encouraged to continue education by parents, friends and teachers; 

 try hard at school, and believe they had been successful at school;  

 want to complete year 12; 
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 perceive that, to realise their aspirations, they needed to continue education;  

 accept that, to continue education, they would have to leave their community; 

 believe that they would achieve their goals for the future;  

 think that they were smart enough to continue education; 

 have one or more parents who had attended university or TAFE. 

The list is much longer than that for metropolitan students, who were more likely to 

continue education if their parents encouraged them to do so, if they perceived the need to do 

so for their future career, and if they intended to complete year 12. This list exemplifies the 

imposed environmental barriers faced by the rural students. For many, these barriers, and 

consequently, their view of the environment, were “monolithic”. Only with high levels of self-

efficacy, and strong support from parents, teachers and the community, could such perceived 

barriers be overcome. 

8.3 Suggestions for Future Action 

In this section, strategies, designed to increase the chances of rural students realising 

their aspirations, are discussed. These strategies were developed from the comments of the 

students involved in this research.   

8.3.1   Student Voice 

Throughout this research, student voice has taken centre stage. Appropriately, student 

voice also provided useful insights into determining ways to improve the situation for rural 

students, in terms of realising their aspirations for the future. 

Whilst most rural students appreciated their rural lifestyle, they were aware that rurality 

affected their lives, aspirations and outcome expectations. They felt that community-based 

opportunities and sporting activities should be equally available to males and females, and 

believed that they should have better access to quality employment opportunities in their local 

area. Whilst many students aspired to leave their community to study in Melbourne or another 

larger community, they wanted a choice, to stay or to leave, depending on what they wanted to 

do. They did not want it to be taken for granted that universities were only accessible in large 

centres. They believed that leaving their community should not be the only real option they 

had, if they needed and wanted to go to university.  
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Above all, they wanted to be treated with respect, not simply as disadvantaged students, 

who were expected to accept a lesser standard of education, than metropolitan students. They 

wanted people to hear what they wanted and to understand that they had aspirations. They 

wanted to have agency over their education, their lives and their aspirations.  

Their thoughts, presented throughout this thesis, were perceptive. Notice needs to be 

taken of them. They provide the seeds of the solutions to a problem that has, to use the words 

of Halsey (2018, p. 24), “persisted for decades”.    

In the following sections, suggestions emerging from the comments of the students in 

this research, are presented.  

8.3.2   Schools – Fit for Purpose? 

The students commented that a re-think of rural schooling was needed. They wanted 

schools to be more flexible. They wanted a curriculum that was personalised to their individual 

needs and that took into account their aspirations for the future, and they wanted the curriculum 

to embrace their local environment, culture and context. 

The current structures, where students study a metro-centric curriculum and are 

restricted by timetable constraints, do not support opportunities for place-based learning, as 

outlined by Sobel (2013), who suggested that there needed to be a “pedagogy of place” which 

emphasised the “interpenetration of school, community and environment” (Sobel, 2013, p. 17). 

Such a pedagogy would ensure that learning was based on the environment, people, history and 

cultural aspects of the area, as suggested by Green (2015). A rural education needs to blend 

skills in literacy and numeracy, with an understanding of rural life, local and global issues, 

sustainability, creativity and entrepreneurialism, alongside an understanding of living and 

working in a modern global world.  

Flexibility is the key. The rural students in this study had differing needs. In many 

schools, however, the education diet was the same for every student. It is time for innovation, 

time to be flexible and creative with how rural schools educate their students. It is time for 

student learning to be personalised for each individual student. The students deserve no less.  

8.3.3   Communities of Practice 

Rural students in this research were disappointed that rural schools did not work 

together to offer students a broader range of curriculum options. Students commented that 
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different schools had different strengths and should collaborate and cooperate better for the 

benefit of the students, a thought that echoed the Country Education Partnership (CEP, 2020) 

in Victoria, which asked:  

“Why can’t rural schools work together to provide senior schooling so that we 

gain access to a wide selection of subjects and programs?” (CEP, 2020). 

Rural schools generally work individually and in competition with each other. Close 

collaboration between schools is unusual. Opportunities exist to develop communities of 

practice where schools adopt a community way of thinking and start to own the outcomes of all 

of the students in the local area. Halle, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, stated that 

“we should share rather than being competitive with local schools”. 

In Victoria, cooperation between schools is not commonplace. Riverside Rural 

Secondary College provided an example of good practice in this regard, sharing some senior 

subjects with the local Catholic college. This is not the norm, however. Such sharing is 

possible in all areas, and cooperative arrangements could benefit the students, by increasing the 

range of subjects offered at all year levels. Possibilities could go beyond sharing subject 

offerings. Sharing careers and pathways resources, homework groups and staff professional 

learning would also be of benefit. Such arrangements would alleviate some elements of rural 

isolation.  

Schools also need to work more with their local community. As Tieken (2014) 

commented, the best schools serve the needs of the community and the students. A rural school 

should embrace its community. Learning should include an understanding of the local 

community, and should contribute to it as well. The participation of rural students in local 

community projects, related to different areas of the curriculum, would be inspiring and 

motivational for students, as stated by Avery (2013), who focused on community-based 

Science projects, employing social learning, where groups worked together for a common 

purpose. Working with the community would provide learning, applicable in the real world, 

and relevant to the lives and needs of students, as suggested by Dewey (1959). It would 

strengthen student connection to the community.  

There is also a need for schools to specialise in areas such as STEM11, the performing 

and creative arts, rural studies, agriculture and technology, as suggested by Harris and de Bruin 

                                                             
11 STEM – Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
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(2017). If rural clusters of schools were developed, and each school developed a centre of 

excellence, it would increase the subject selection possibilities for students, encourage 

innovative pedagogies as suggested by Fuller (2020), and give a boost to the schools, the 

community and the students through shared practices and resources. Such a scheme would 

allow for a more creative approach to learning, provide a range of specialisations, and would 

increase the relevance of education for the students. Schools would also attract teachers to the 

school, teachers who were inspired by the innovative programs offered by the schools, thus 

improving the quality of education available in the local area. 

Whilst embracing the local community is crucial, young people identify with a variety 

of worlds: local; global; virtual. The world of young people is governed to a great degree by 

technology (Corbett & Vibert, 2010; Sellar, 2013), an area covered in the next section. 

8.3.4   Technology 

When Rebecca, from Highlands Rural Secondary College, rued the fact that her 

school’s video-conferencing facilities were sitting dormant in a classroom, gathering dust, she 

highlighted an area that was being missed in many rural schools, namely, technology. 

Victorian rural secondary schools have, for many years, had access to digital 

technologies, including video-conferencing equipment, with the expectation that technology 

would be used to enhance educational opportunities, including increasing the range of subjects 

offered. In most rural schools, that has not happened to any great degree. Through technology, 

educational opportunities are extensive. There are possibilities to link, through digital 

technologies, to major industries, research centres, scientists, writers or artists. Technology 

would provide opportunities to link schools across the world and to share ideas and 

opportunities for schools to work with other schools, local businesses and industry. The 

possibilities are endless and depend upon imagination and willingness to try something new.  

Barriers to using technology exist, however. They relate to poor internet access, the 

logistics of timetabling classes at different schools, and lack of expertise amongst teachers and 

school leaders. The result is that technology is often underutilised, resulting in students missing 

out on possible educational experiences. This, in turn, limits student aspirations which are 

based on what the student knows. As previously mentioned, more flexible arrangements are 

required in schools. Those arrangements should maximise the appropriate use of technology as 

a tool to improve student learning and aspirations. 
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It is not just the technology that matters, however. It is about innovation, creativity and 

appropriate pedagogical practice, as suggested by Sotiriou, Riviou, Cherouvis, Chelioti and 

Bogner (2016). It is about accessing a plethora of ideas and strategies, having a lens on the 

global world and providing students with a world view. However, it needs to be delivered 

effectively. Barter (2013) noted benefits for teachers, in terms of workload, as well as for 

students, in terms of subject selection and educational experiences.  

In 2020, as a result of the world-wide COVID-19 pandemic, technology was used 

extensively in many Australian schools, often where it had not been used before. Schools and 

governments must explore the benefits of online learning obtained from this crisis, and to 

embed the best elements into the everyday teaching practices at every school. This would be of 

particular benefit to rural students. However, to implement such a program effectively requires 

quality leadership, reliable technology and high performing teachers who can and will adapt to 

innovative practices of teaching. 

Above all, this is about leadership. Brave leadership creates change and disrupts the 

status quo for the benefit of the students. As noted by Sahlberg, school leaders should be: 

“encouraging teachers and students to try new ideas and approaches – In other 

words, making the school a creative and inspiring place to teach and learn” 

(Sahlberg, 2011, p. 182). 

Interestingly, Sahlberg’s comment aligned with a comment made in a focus group in 

this research, by Matt, who stated:  

“It would be good to have a school where students enjoyed learning and were 

inspired and passionate about their learning” (Matt, Marlin Bay Rural College). 

8.3.5   Teachers 

The students, in this research, commented that rural schools had difficulty attracting 

and retaining teachers and that this often resulted in rural schools employing younger teachers, 

often new graduates, who lacked teaching experience, and many of whom left after a short 

time. This, in the eyes of the students, affected the quality of their educational experience and, 

in turn, affected their outcome expectations. 

Murnane and Steele (2007) stated that, in the United States, students at risk (including 

rural students) often had less experienced and less able teachers, which reduced school 
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effectiveness. In Australia, McConaghy stated that “most Australian teachers begin their 

teaching career in rural schools, out of place” (McConaghy, 2006, p. 325). Halsey (2018) noted 

that staffing was one of the most serious issues for rural schools, a point also made by the 

students in this research.  

In 2019, the Victorian Government established the payment of incentives for teachers 

to stay in “hard to staff” locations, including some in rural locations (Department of Education 

and Training, 2020). The availability of such positions was relatively small, and whilst this will 

make a difference in some schools, it is unlikely to make the difference that is needed in rural 

Victorian schools, with most rural schools attracting, at most, one or two teachers, or possibly 

losing a good teacher to another rural school, under the scheme. A strategy more likely to 

improve the staffing situation would be to encourage, through incentive payments, rural 

students to study a teaching degree and to return to a rural community to teach, as suggested by 

Cuervo and Acquaro (2018). Alongside this, a local community strategy of welcoming and 

looking after new teachers would enhance the rural experience for teachers.  

A better solution, however, would be to focus on the students, rather than the teachers. 

Improving the education offered to rural students, in a school that is innovative, well led, and 

where excellence in personalised learning, course selection and specialisations are provided for 

all students, and where state-of-the-art technologies are used extensively, would, for many 

teachers, be an enticement to become a part of that school. The school would attract quality 

teachers and innovative leaders. This would, in turn, address the staffing profile and student 

concerns about high academic expectations.  

Along with improved structures in schools, high aspirations require students to be able 

to imagine a range of positive futures for themselves, as stated by Dalley-Trim and Alloway 

(2010). The area of careers education in schools is covered in the next section. 

8.3.6   Careers and Pathways 

Several rural students commented that their school did not provide opportunities to 

imagine possible future careers. In focus groups, the students stated that the careers teaching 

that they received was non-existent or not very helpful. In some cases, the careers teacher was 

not qualified and did not understand the range of courses and pre-requisites that the students 

needed to know.   



Page - 213 
 

From the students’ point of view, careers counselling, in many rural schools, has not 

provided the support that the students wanted. As stated by Sellar et al. (2011) and Fleming 

and Grace (2017), careers education is essential for students to be able to imagine a range of 

future careers for themselves. Students need teachers who understand their aspirations, have 

appropriate expectations of them, and a belief that they could realise their aspirations. As 

Quaglia stated, aspirations with expectations create a “self-fulfilling prophecy” (Quaglia, 1989, 

p. 8).  

The rural students in this research believed that their careers counsellors, where they 

existed, did not provide useful advice, or opportunities to explore different possibilities. For 

some rural students, particularly those interested in technician/trade careers, this resulted in a 

lack of understanding of what was required educationally for them to realise their career 

aspirations. 

A fully trained careers counsellor, with the capacity to provide up-dated advice and 

counselling, is needed in every school, rural and metropolitan. The careers counsellor needs to 

provide high quality advice, supported by student visits to universities and TAFE colleges, and 

state-of-the-art careers expositions. This would provide opportunities for students to 

understand the options available to them, including traditional careers and those that are new, 

innovative, entrepreneurial and creative, as suggested by Zhao (2015). In addition, quality 

careers and pathways advice in rural areas should embrace the strengths of the local 

community, seeking out expertise and resources that would enhance student understanding of 

employment available within and beyond the local community.   

One area that prevents many teachers from applying to teach to rural schools, and 

which affects student aspirations and outcome expectations, relates to the lack of infrastructure 

available in many rural communities in Victoria. This is addressed in the next section. 

8.3.7   Rural Infrastructure 

Rural students commented that the infrastructure within their rural community affected 

their outcome expectations. Comments related to, for example, train and bus transport, 

availability of employment opportunities and having to leave the community to attend 

university or TAFE.  
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Drummond et al. (2011) commented on the importance of a university presence in rural 

areas, in order to provide opportunities for students who did not want to leave their rural home, 

or who were daunted by crowds of people in large cities. Whilst some students are able to find 

courses at universities in rural Victoria, for many the choice of courses is limited, and hence, to 

complete courses that match their aspirations, many rural students need to attend a university in 

Melbourne, where more courses are available. Rural students, in this research, who wanted to 

continue education after secondary school, faced a dilemma, namely: leave home to do the 

course of their choice, or stay at home and not be able to complete the course which allowed 

them to realise their aspirations. 

Whilst building more universities is unlikely, improvement in rural educational 

infrastructure is needed. Development of community education hubs, like those in New South 

Wales (Davis & Taylor, 2019), that provide resources allowing students to access a university 

education, would allow students to remain in their local community if that was what they 

wanted. Such hubs would enhance links between education, business and the local community, 

as suggested by Ellis, Watkinson and Sawyer (2010), who described a South Australian 

program where universities used local hubs to deliver a mix of online and face-to-face 

programs for rural students, thus benefitting the university and the local community.   

If these hubs were available in Victoria, the need for students to leave their community 

would be reduced, thus elevating the self-esteem and intellectual capacity of the community. 

Hubs could also provide extra services such as careers expositions, linking schools with local 

business and industry, as well as provision of adult education and job retraining. 

A second area of infrastructure relates to the availability of jobs in rural areas. Rural 

students, in this research, felt that there was a lack of employment opportunities, particularly 

for females, reflecting the thoughts of Alston (2004), who called for improved tertiary 

opportunities, increased government infrastructure and better social networks in rural areas. In 

this research, rural students felt that, for rural females, the community offered less than it did 

for males. They perceived that males had access to technician/trade careers and a range of 

sporting activities, but there were less community activities for females, and a lack of 

employment possibilities, other than working in the retail or hospitality areas. As Alston 

(2004), and the students in this research stated, without improved access to a variety of 

interesting jobs to attract females, the balance between males and females in rural communities 



Page - 215 
 

will continue to become unbalanced, as many females will leave and not return. Such an 

improvement in job availability would require community and government support. 

A third critical area of infrastructure is that of travel, something that the students 

mentioned frequently. Whilst there are currently improvements to railway infrastructure in 

Melbourne, in rural Victoria, trains are infrequent, late or cancelled with great regularity. Little 

has changed over many years, as explained by McDonald and Green (1996). Further, as 

suggested by McArthur, Thorsen and Ubøe (2014), a lack of appropriate travel infrastructure 

can lead to increasing de-population of rural areas. 

As previously mentioned, several universities exist in rural Victoria but, for many 

students, they are not accessible unless the student leaves home. Improved transport 

infrastructure would remedy this to some degree. A major upgrade, to transport in rural 

Victoria, would allow more rural students to aspire to careers that required education beyond 

secondary school. In combination with effective community hubs, rural students would have 

real choice of educational opportunities, whether they stayed in their community or whether 

they left. They would have access to further education with either choice.   

Improved transport infrastructure would also allow rural students to have easier access 

to careers expositions, cultural activities and visits to universities during their secondary school 

years, thus enhancing their ability to imagine future career possibilities. 

8.3.8   Summary 

There are many ways to improve the outcome expectations of rural students, so that 

they will realise their aspirations. It will take some new thinking, however. Appointment of a 

rural ambassador, prepared to meet with students, teachers and community members, to find a 

way forward, would be an excellent first step. 

Redesigning rural secondary schools, including a review of how they are structured, 

their curriculum and their teaching pedagogy, is necessary. Clustering and specialisation are 

essential. There is also a need to improve provision of access to tertiary education, through 

learning and community hubs, thus providing opportunities for students to access university or 

TAFE courses, without the need to leave home, as is currently the only option for many rural 

students. 
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There is also a need to build the agentic capacity of rural students through developing 

strategies related to student voice and student empowerment over their education. Further, 

improvement in infrastructure, related to travel, employment and education, is critical if rural 

students are to achieve the equity with metropolitan students that they deserve. 

8.4 Suggestions for Future Research 

This research was extensive, examining the enablers and barriers affecting student 

aspirations, using the SCAT framework (see Figure 3.3) and employing student voice as a 

central platform. The research was based on a point in time, taking into consideration the 

results from student surveys and focus groups that were conducted within a five-month period. 

Whilst using student voice to study students from a more extensive group of rural 

schools, and to delineate results from different types of rural schools, would be beneficial, it 

would also be useful to conduct focus groups or interviews with students in year 10 and then to 

follow up with the same students in year 12 and then again after they had left their schools. 

This would use student voice to illuminate the journey of the students through the latter years 

of secondary school and into university, TAFE, apprenticeships or employment. 

Such a study would allow a deeper examination of how student aspirations and 

outcome expectations, in Victoria, changed over time, as suggested by Gemici et al. (2014).  

Another suggestion for future research relates to the variety of rural secondary schools 

used in this research. An extension of the analysis of the data could include a comparison 

between the rural schools involved, thus providing insights into the different influences on 

student aspirations that arise from different rural contexts.  

In the discussion of the results of this research, it was noted that rural students from 

larger families were less likely to want to continue with their education after secondary school, 

and were less likely to consider that they were smart enough to do so. An interesting future 

study could relate to consideration of how family size affects the aspirations of rural students. 

This would be particularly interesting given that, in this research, rural students were more 

likely to come from larger families than metropolitan students.  

8.5 Case Study: Jeremy’s Story 

This thesis commenced with the narrative of Jeremy, a rural student who loved living in 

his rural community. It is appropriate to conclude with a reflection of Jeremy’s story. 
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Jeremy aspired to go to university and to become a scientist. Had he not left Marlin Bay 

to go to school in Melbourne for years 11 and 12, Jeremy believed that he would still have 

aspired to go to university. Why was he able to achieve his goal of studying at university?  

Many of the enablers for Jeremy related to the areas listed in the correlation results for rural 

students (see section 8.2.6), namely:  

(a) he tried hard at school and did not find study to be boring; 

(b) he thought that he had been successful at school, and that he was smart enough to be 

successful at university; 

(c) he knew that he needed to go to university to become a scientist; 

(d) his parents, friends and teachers encouraged him to continue education; 

(e) his parents both attended university; 

(f) he knew that he would leave Marlin Bay, to go to university in Melbourne;  

(g) he believed he would achieve his goals for the future. 

For Jeremy, there were many enablers and few barriers to him attending university. 

Unfortunately, this is not true for most of the rural students in this research. The barriers for 

them are real and, in many cases, insurmountable. 

Jeremy eventually returned to Marlin Bay, not as a scientist, but as an English teacher. 

He returned with his family, knowing that a rural town was a great place to bring up children. 

Jeremy knows he will stay in Marlin Bay. He identifies with his rural community, and rurality 

is an integral part of him.   

Whether any of the students involved in this research follow Jeremy’s lead, only time 

will tell. Marisa from Riverside Rural Secondary College aspired to go to university and then 

return to Riverside, or a town nearby, as a teacher, and to do some work on her parents’ farm. 

Most other rural students stated that they would stay in the community and get a job, or leave 

and never return.   

What has become clear through this research is that the aspirations of rural students are 

similar to those of metropolitan students, except for the large number of rural males who aspire 

to technician/trade careers in their community. However, there are differences that are related 

to aspirations, and also to outcome expectations. Those differences are defined by rurality, and 

barriers which are related to schools, families, friends, rural isolation and rural connection. 
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8.6 Afterword 

This thesis could not be concluded without mentioning the bush-fires that took a heavy 

toll on eastern Victoria during January 2020. The fires destroyed property and claimed many 

lives. This research was conducted in rural areas which were affected by the fires. At least five 

of the rural schools in this research were affected. Some had buildings burnt, others had smoke 

damage. From several of the schools, there were staff and students who lost their homes and, 

for many, the trauma will stay with them long into the future. Jeremy’s school was affected, 

many houses in Marlin Bay were destroyed and a number of students have left the area as a 

result of the bush-fires. Jeremy is still there, however. 

My thoughts are constantly with those who were affected. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1:   Abbreviations and Acronyms Used in this 

       Thesis 

 

Table A1.1: Abbreviations and Acronyms used in this Thesis  

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ACARA Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

ACER Australian Council for Educational Research 

ATAR Australian Tertiary Admission Rank 

CEP Country Education Partnership 

CFA Country Fire Authority 

DEECD Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 

DELWP Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning 

DET Department of Education and Training 

IB International Baccalaureate 

IBM International Business Machines 

ICSEA Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage 

LSAY Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth 

NRHA National Rural Health Alliance 

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

PISA Programme for International Student Assessment 

PSM Public Service Medal 

SCAT Social Cognitive Aspirations Theory 

SCCT Social Cognitive Career Theory 

SCT Social Cognitive Theory 

SES Socio-Economic Status 

SPSS Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

STEM Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

TAFE Technical and Further Education 

VCAA Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority 

VCAL Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning 

VCE Victorian Certificate of Education 

VET Vocational Education and Training 
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Appendix 2: Ethics Approval for the Research 

(a) Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee Approval Certificate 
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(b) Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee Approval Certificate – 

Update 

During the research, the title was adjusted from: 

“Difference between rural and metropolitan government schools: Perspectives of 

students”. 

The updated title is: 

“The effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in rural government secondary 

schools in Victoria, Australia: The perspectives of students.” 

The letter below indicates the approval of the Monash University Human Research Ethics 

Committee to change the title of the research.  
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(c) Approval from the Department of Education and Training 

The Department of Education and Training in Victoria approved the conducting of this 

research in government secondary schools in Victoria, as shown in the letter below. 
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Appendix 3: Explanatory Statement 
 

 

EXPLANATORY STATEMENT FOR STUDENTS AND PARENTS  

Project: The effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in rural government secondary schools in Victoria, 

Australia: The perspectives of students. 
 

This project is being carried out by Bob Stephens, a Ph.D. student at Monash University. The supervising staff 

from Monash University are Professor Deb Corrigan and Doctor John Pardy, both from the Faculty of Education. 

 

Contact Details: 

Professor Deb Corrigan  

Department of Education 

Phone: 9905 2793 

email: debbie.corrigan@monash.edu 

Mr Robert Stephens 

Ph. D. Student – Monash University 

Phone: 0411 479 020 

email: robert.stephens@monash.edu 

You are invited to take part in this study.  Please read this Explanatory Statement in full before deciding whether 

or not to participate in this research. If you would like further information regarding any aspect of this project, 

you are encouraged to contact the researchers via the phone numbers or email addresses listed above. 

 

What does the research involve?  

The aim of the research is to understand the differences between rural and metropolitan government secondary 

schools from the perspectives of students. The research focuses on four key areas, namely: 

i) How students in years 10 and 12 see the purpose of secondary schools; 

ii) What people and events have a positive or negative effect on student outcomes; 

iii) What assistance students receive in determining what they will do once they leave school; 

iv) What differences exist between rural and metropolitan secondary schools? 

 

The first part of the research will be a survey which will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. The survey 

focuses on the areas listed above. The survey will be completed in the last week of February. 

After the survey is completed, students will be given the opportunity to become a part of a focus group. The 

focus groups will be: 

i) A group of five or six year 10 students from each of four selected schools; 

ii) A group of five or six year 12 students from each of the same four selected schools; 

 

Focus groups will run for about 45 – 60 minutes and will be facilitated by Bob Stephens. The focus groups will be 

held at the students’ school. The focus groups will be conducted in March and April. 

Each of these activities (survey and focus groups) will be conducted in out of school time e.g. lunchtime or free 

periods. 

Why were you chosen for this research? 

The research project will take place in sixteen Victorian schools which are located in the Eastern half of Victoria. 

Each school will select the year 10 and year 12 students from each of the schools who will be invited to take part 

in the survey section of the research. 

For the focus groups, ten to twelve students in total (five or six year 10 students and five or six year 12 students) 

from four schools will be involved. The focus groups will be audio recorded to ensure accuracy of transcripts. 
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Consenting to participate in the project and withdrawing from the research 

In order to become involved in this research project, the CONSENT FORM will need to be signed by the students 

and, if the student is under the age of 18, by his/her parent or guardian. The signed form should be returned to 

the General Office at your school by Friday 9th February. Once you agree to become involved, you may withdraw 

from the research at any stage. If you withdraw after completing the survey, it will not be possible to remove 

your data as the survey will be anonymous and confidential. 

Possible benefits and risks to participants  

The benefits of this project are far reaching. The benefits include: 

i) Improving the understanding of secondary schooling from a student viewpoint; 

ii) Understanding the barriers to student learning outcomes and future aspirations; 

iii) Focusing on the people and actions that can improve student educational outcomes and  

opportunities; 

iv) Providing an opportunity for students to influence educational policy. 

 

Confidentiality 

Both aspects of the project will be positive and will provide very useful data. There is no risk of any student being 

identified in this research. Surveys will be anonymous except for indicating the school that the student attends. 

Students involved in focus groups will not be identified. Student focus groups will be recorded to allow for 

transcripts of the discussion to be created. Each student in the focus groups will use a pseudonym rather than 

their own name. 

The findings of the research project will be published as a thesis. Possible conference papers and journal articles 

may be developed from the research data. Confidentiality will be assured as students’ names will not be 

recorded in any part of the research project. 

Storage of Data 

Data will be stored electronically for the duration of the research project. When the project is completed the 

data will be retained for two years before being deleted. Student surveys will be retained for the duration of the 

project and then destroyed. 

Results 

Results will be made available to each participating school. Students involved in the study will have the 

opportunity to obtain the results and a report from their school. 

Complaints 

Should you have any concerns or complaints about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact the 

Executive Officer, Monash University Human Research Ethics (MUHREC): 

Executive Officer 

Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC)  

Room 111, Chancellery Building E,  

24 Sports Walk, Clayton Campus 

Research Office 

Monash University VIC 3800 

Tel : +61 3 9905 2052    Email : muhrec@monash.edu        Fax : +61 3 9905 3831  

  

I am sure that students will enjoy participating in this research project. It is a real opportunity for students to 

influence future directions in secondary schooling.  

mailto:muhrec@monash.edu
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Appendix 4: Student Consent Form 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Student Survey and Student Focus Groups 
Project: The effect of rurality on the aspirations of students in rural government secondary schools in 

Victoria, Australia: The perspectives of students. 

Chief Investigator:  Professor Deb Corrigan, Monash University, Faculty of Education 

Student Investigator:  Bob Stephens, Ph. D. Student, Monash University   

  

I have been asked to take part in the Monash University research project specified above. I have 

read and understood the Explanatory Statement and I hereby consent to participate in this project. 

 

Name of Participant   
 

 
Participant Signature                       Date____________                       

 
 
Signature of Parent/Guardian_________________________________________Date______________
  

   

Thank you, 

Professor Deb Corrigan       Bob Stephens  

  

I consent to the following: Yes No 

Taking part in the student survey   

Voluntarily taking part in a focus group of six students from my school if required   

Having a focus group that I am involved in audio recorded   
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Appendix 5: Student Surveys 

This Appendix contains the student surveys used in this research. The surveys for rural 

and metropolitan students were the same, except for Items 57 to 64. 

  

The surveys commence on the next page. 
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This survey relates to differences between rural and metropolitan secondary schools. There are 64 

questions. To respond, place a X in the box to the left of the appropriate answer. Place a X in one 

box unless the question asks you to make one or more selections. The survey should take about 20 

minutes to complete. 

Thank you for participating in this project. 

The questions 

1 What school do you attend? 
 

 
My school is _______________________________________ 
  
  

2 Are you female or male? 
 
 

 Female              Male  
 

3 What language is spoken most commonly 
at your home?  
 

 English          Other (please state which language) ________________ 

4 Which of the following describes your 
living arrangements? 
 

 Home with 2 parents       Home with 1 parent      Live with friends 

 Live independently         Live with relatives (not your parents) 

5 How many brothers and sisters do you 
have in total? 
 

 0                    1                2                   3           4 or more 

6 Did either, both or neither of your parents 
finish secondary school? 
 

 My mother did                  My father did                  Both parents did                

 Neither parent did                               I do not know 

7 Did either, both or neither of your parents 
go to university or TAFE after secondary 
school? 

 My mother did                  My father did                  Both parents did                

 Neither parent did                               I do not know 

8 Which of the following statements 
describes your current situation? 

 Year 10 and hope to study VCE next year         

 Year 10 and hope to study VCAL next year  
 Year 10 and will leave school this year  

 Year 12 and I am studying VCE 

 Year 12 and I am studying VCAL  
 

9 In my life so far, I have been successful in 
most things that I have tried. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

 

School and Study Habits 
 

10 I think that the results I have achieved at 
school are very good. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

11 On days when my classes are not 
interesting, I am often absent from 
school. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree  Strongly Agree 

12 On average, how many hours per week 
do you spend working at a part-time job? 
 

 0                    1-4              5-8           9-12        More than 12 

13 My part-time job and sporting 
commitments outside school prevent me 
from studying as much as I think I should. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

14 If I have difficulty with my school work 
when I am in class, my teacher is always 
willing to help me with the work. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

Rural Survey 

 



Page - 259 
 

15 If I have difficulty with my school work 
when I am at home, my family will help 
me with the work. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

16 Even when the work in class is difficult or 
challenging, I always perform very well. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

17 I find studying English to be difficult. 
 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

18 I find studying Mathematics to be 
difficult. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

19 I find studying and schoolwork to be 
boring. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

20 I often miss completing homework 
because there are other things to do after 
school. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

21 I try hard to get good results in my 
subjects at school. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

22 My family encourages me to do well at 
school. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

23 What stops you from studying at home? 
(Select one or two answers) 
 

 It is too noisy           Sporting commitments          Study is boring 

 Part time job             Seeing my friends                  House chores 

 Nothing stops me from studying           I cannot be bothered 
 

24 What assists you to study at home? 
(Select one or two answers) 
 

 I have my own desk    I can study with friends        It is quiet    

 I listen to music           My family helps me               I like studying 

 My family knows the importance of study                    Nothing 
 

 

 

Leaving School – What do you intend to do when you leave school? 
 

25 I intend to complete year 12. 
 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

26 When I leave school, I want to continue 
with my education. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

27 I think I will be able to achieve all of the 
goals that I have set myself for the future 
in terms of my education and my career. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

28 At my school, I have not been provided 
with enough information regarding 
university and TAFE courses and possible 
careers. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

29 My school provides opportunities for me 
to explore and imagine possible future 
careers and to decide what I want to do 
after I leave school. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

30 I will only feel that I have been successful 
at school if I get into a university or TAFE 
course. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

31 When working out what I want to do 
when I leave school, I get most advice 
from: 

 My family           Friends       Teachers       No one      The internet 
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My School and Community– These questions ask about your school and the community/suburb you live in 
 

32 I think that my school is preparing me 
well for life after school. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

33 I think that my school is a very good 
school.  
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

34 I think I would get a better education if I 
attended a private school. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

35 I think I would get a better education if I 
attended another school in the city. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

36 I think I would get a better education if I 
attended another school in the country.    
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

37 I think that my time at school has been 
successful so far. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

38 I feel comfortable and secure in the 
community / town where I live. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

39 At my school, I learn about my local 
community. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

40 My local community is important to me. 
 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

41 I think that the local community believes 
that my school is an important part of 
the community. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

42 In my community, I get involved in 
activities such as sport, clubs or 
community work. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

43 I never want to leave the 
community/town where I live. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

44 I would leave the community/town 
where I live in order to get a good job or 
to go to university or TAFE. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

45 I want to leave my local community/town 
as soon as I can. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

46 If I left my local community to get a job 
or go to university or TAFE, I would miss 
my family and friends. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

After I Leave School – these questions relate to getting a job or continuing education after leaving school.  
 

47 To get the job that I want when I leave 
school, I need to go to university or TAFE. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

48 The job that I think that I would like to 
get after finishing my education is: 
 

 
  The job that I think I would like is ____________________________ 
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49 I have very clear goals for my future in 
terms of my education and my career. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

50 I think that going to university or TAFE 
would be expensive. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

51 If I decide to go to university or TAFE, I 
would continue to live at my current 
home. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

52 I am smart enough to be able to do well 
at university or TAFE if I choose to go 
there. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

53 My parents encourage me to attend 
university or TAFE after I leave school. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

54 The teachers at my school encourage me 
to attend university or TAFE after I leave 
school. 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

55 If I went to university or TAFE, I would 
have to work to support myself. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

56 My friends do not want me to go to 
university or TAFE. 
 

 Strongly Disagree   Disagree    Neutral   Agree   Strongly Agree 

 

Rural and Metropolitan Schools – rural schools are schools outside the Melbourne metropolitan area 

 
 

57 Do you think that students from rural 
schools study more or less than students 
from metropolitan schools? 

 Much more   More       About the same   Less       Much less 

58 Do you think that students from rural 
schools are more or less likely to go to 
university than students from 
metropolitan schools? 

 Much more   More       About the same   Less       Much less 

59 Do you think that students from rural 
schools take part in more or less out of 
school activities (sport, clubs, work) than 
students from metropolitan schools? 

 Much more   More       About the same   Less       Much less 

60 Do you think that rural schools have 
better or worse teachers than 
metropolitan schools? 

 Much better   Better    About the same   Worse     Much worse 

61 Do you think that rural schools have 
higher or lower expectations of students 
than metropolitan schools?  

 Much higher   Higher    About the same   Lower     Much lower 

62 Do you think that students from rural 
schools get better or worse results in 
VCE than students from metropolitan 
schools? 

 Much better   Better     About the same   Worse    Much worse 

63 Do you think that rural schools are more 
or less important to their local 
community than metropolitan schools? 

 Much more   More        About the same   Less       Much less 

64 Do think that students from rural schools 
have a better or worse understanding 
about future possible careers than 
students from metropolitan schools? 

 Much better   Better     About the same   Worse    Much worse 

 

Thank you for participating in this survey. It is greatly appreciated. 
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For the metropolitan survey, the first 56 items were the same as for the rural survey. The last eight 

items on the Metropolitan survey were: 

 

Rural and Metropolitan Schools – rural schools are schools outside the Melbourne metropolitan area 
 

57 Do you think that students from 
metropolitan schools study more or less 
than students from rural schools? 

 Much more   More       About the same   Less       Much less 

58 Do you think that students from 
metropolitan schools are more or less 
likely to go to university than students 
from rural schools? 

 Much more   More       About the same   Less       Much less 

59 Do you think that students from 
metropolitan schools take part in more 
or less out of school activities (sport, 
clubs, work) than students from rural 
schools? 

 Much more   More       About the same   Less       Much less 

60 Do you think that metropolitan schools 
have better or worse teachers than rural 
schools? 

 Much better   Better    About the same   Worse     Much worse 

61 Do you think that metropolitan schools 
have higher or lower expectations of 
students than rural schools?  

 Much higher   Higher    About the same   Lower     Much lower 

62 Do you think that students from 
metropolitan schools get better or worse 
results in VCE than students from rural 
schools? 

 Much better   Better     About the same   Worse    Much worse 

63 Do you think that metropolitan schools 
are more or less important to their local 
community than rural schools? 

 Much more   More        About the same   Less       Much less 

64 Do think that students from metropolitan 
schools have a better or worse 
understanding about future possible 
careers than students from rural schools? 

 Much better   Better     About the same   Worse    Much worse 
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Appendix 6: Classification of Occupations 

      Table A6.1 outlines the classification of occupations used in this research.   

      Australian and New Zealand Classification of Occupations. Based on ABS (2013). 

Major Group Description 

Managers  Chief Executives, General Managers 

 Farmers and Farm Managers 

 Hospitality, Retail and Service Managers 

 Other Managers 

Professional  Professionals in the areas of the Arts, Business, 

Design, Education, Engineering, Health Services,  

Human Resources, Information Technology, Law, 

Marketing, Mathematics, Media, Science, Transport 

and Welfare 

 Other Professionals 

Technicians and Trade 

Workers 
 Technicians in the areas of Engineering, Information 

Technology and Science 

 Tradespersons in the areas of Automotive, 

Construction, Engineering, Food, 

Telecommunications and Technology  

 Skilled workers, including Animal and Horticultural 

Workers 

 Other Technicians and Trades Workers 

Community and Personal 

Service Workers 
 Community and Personal Workers, including Carers, 

Health and Welfare Support, Hospitality, Office 

Administration, Personal Services, Protective 

Services (Police, Military, Security) and Sport  

 Other Community and Personal Workers 

Clerical and Administrative 

Workers 
 General Clerical Workers, including Clerks, Office 

Support Workers and Receptionists  

 Other Clerical and Administrative Workers 

Sales Workers  Sales Workers including Sales Agents, Sales 

Assistants, Sales Representatives and Support 

Workers 

 Other Sales Workers 

Machine Operators and 

Drivers 
 Machinery and Stationary or Mobile Plant Operators 

 Road and Rail Drivers 

 Other Machine Operators and Drivers 

Labourers  Labourers including Cleaners, Construction Workers, 

Factory Process Workers, Farm and Garden Workers, 

Food Preparation Workers, Mining Workers 

 Other Labourers 

Table A6.1: Australian and New Zealand Classification of Occupations  

(Adapted from ABS, 2013).  
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Appendix 7: Additional Graphs Related to the Student 

Survey 

This Appendix includes five graphs, which provide extra information related to the 

graphs which were presented in Chapter 4.  

A7.1 The Effect of Parent Tertiary Education on Student 

Aspirations – Year Levels 

Figure 4.10 showed the effect of parental educational levels on the aspirations of 

students. Figure 4.10 focused on rural and metropolitan male and female students. Figure 

A7.1, below, considers the effect on the same three items that were used in Figure 4.10, based 

on the different year levels of the students. The items considered were: 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure A7.1 indicates that, where at least one of the student’s parents attended 

university or TAFE, the percentage positive response was greater than if no parent attended 

university or TAFE. There was one exception, the metropolitan Year 12 VCE students, where 

the results were equal for the second of the three items. For metropolitan Year 12 VCAL 

students, students who came from a family where at least one parent had attended university 

or TAFE, were 63.9% more likely to want to continue with further education than students 

who came from a family where no parents had attended university or TAFE.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure A7.1: The Effect of Parent Tertiary Education on Student Aspirations – Year Levels 
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When I leave school, I want to continue with my education.
I am smart enough to be able to do well at uni or TAFE.

My parents encourage me to attend uni or TAFE after I leave school.

 

Item 26:    When I leave school, I want to continue with my education. 

Item 52:    I am smart enough to be able to do well at university or TAFE if I choose to go  

                  there. 

Item 53:    My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE after I leave school. 
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A7.2   Comparison Between Rural and Metropolitan Schools –  

           Year Levels 

Figure 4.18 considered the results for items which asked students to compare 

metropolitan and rural schools and students. In Figure 4.18, the perceptions of all 

metropolitan and all rural students, as well as metropolitan and rural males and females, were 

compared. In Figure A7.2, consideration is given to comparing students from different year 

levels (year 10, year 12 VCE and year 12 VCAL). The items included were: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure A7.2 indicates that the differences between the perceptions of rural and 

metropolitan students were consistent for Year 10 and Year 12 VCE students, but there is 

some dilution of the strength of the difference for Year 12 VCAL students, particularly 

related to higher expectations, teachers and better understanding of careers. 

 

Item 

No. 

Metropolitan or 

Rural Survey 

The Item 

57 Metropolitan Do you think that students from metropolitan schools study more or less 

than students from rural schools? 

58 Metropolitan Do you think that students from metropolitan schools are more or less likely 

to go to university than students from rural schools? 

60 Metropolitan Do you think that metropolitan schools have better or worse teachers than 

rural schools? 

61 Metropolitan Do you think that metropolitan schools have higher or lower expectations 

of students than rural schools?  

64 Metropolitan Do you think that students from metropolitan schools have a better or 

worse understanding about future possible careers than students from rural 

schools? 

57 Rural Do you think that students from rural schools study more or less than 

students from metropolitan schools? 

58 Rural Do you think that students from rural schools are more or less likely to go 

to university than students from metropolitan schools? 

60 Rural Do you think that rural schools have better or worse teachers than 

metropolitan schools? 

61 Rural Do you think that rural schools have higher or lower expectations of 

students than metropolitan schools?  

64 Rural Do you think that students from rural schools have a better or worse 

understanding about future possible careers than students from metropolitan 

schools? 
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Figure A7.2: Comparison of Rural and Metropolitan Schools – Year Level Comparison 

 

In general, both rural and metropolitan students, at each of Year 10, Year 12 VCE and 

Year 12 VCAL, perceived that metropolitan students studied more, were more likely to 

attend university, had better teachers, had higher expectations placed on them and obtained 

better VCE results, than rural students. 

A7.3   Enablers for Studying at Home 

Figure 4.24 indicated the perceptions of rural and metropolitan students regarding 

barriers to studying at home. Figure A7.3 presents the results for the student perceptions of 

the enablers for studying at home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure A7.3: Enablers for Studying at Home – Percentage of Responses 

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Metro Rural Metro
Male

Rural
Male

Metro
Female

Rural
Female

Metro
Year 10

Rural
Year 10

Metro
Year 12

Rural
Year 12

Enablers for Studying at Home - Rural vs Metropolitan -
Percentage of Responses

Family Helps Importance of Study Like Studying I Listen to Music

Own Desk Quiet Study with Friends Nothing

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f 

R
es

p
o

n
se

s

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Study More University More Teachers Better Higher Expectations Better Careers
Understanding

Comparing Metropolitan and Rural Schools - Percentage of 
Students Responding Positively or About the Same

Metro All Rural All Metro Yr 10 Rural Yr 10

Metro Yr 12 VCE Rural Yr 12 VCE Metro Yr 12 VCAL Rural Yr 12 VCAL

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 P

o
si

ti
ve

 R
e

sp
o

n
se



Page - 267 
 

Figure A7.3 indicates that the perceptions of the students in relation to the enablers 

for students studying at home were similar for rural and metropolitan students. For both rural 

and metropolitan students, the most common enablers were: “I have my own desk” and “I 

listen to music”. This was the case for all groups of students, both rural and metropolitan. The 

response “I listen to music” was indicated by 39% of metropolitan students and 59% or rural 

students. 

A7.4   Parent and Teacher Encouragement to Continue Education  

           – Aspiration Groups 

In Figure 4.6 and 4.16, the student perceptions, regarding their parents’ and teachers’ 

encouragement of them to continue education after secondary school, were presented. Figures 

A7.4 and A7.5 compare the student perceptions based on the career aspirations of the 

students.  

Only three aspiration groups were considered, as the number of students aspiring to 

each of the other groups was relatively small. Figure A7.4 presents the percentage of students 

who perceived that their parents encouraged them to continue education, based on whether the 

student aspired to a Community/Personal, Professional or a Technician/Trade career, whilst 

Figure A7.5 considers the same groups of students and their perceptions of whether their 

teachers encouraged them to continue education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure A7.4: Parent Encouragement to Continue Education vs Career Aspiration 
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Figure A7.4 indicates that, for rural students, those who aspired to a technician/trade 

career were less likely to perceive that their parents encouraged them to continue education, 

than those aspiring to a professional career or a community/personal career. For metropolitan 

students, the differences were smaller. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure A7.5: Teacher Encouragement to Continue Education vs Career Aspiration 

Figure A7.5 indicates that, for rural students, those who aspired to a technician/trade 

or a community/personal career were more than 20% less likely to perceive that their teachers 

encouraged them to continue education, than those aspiring to a professional career. For 

metropolitan students the results were similar for professional and technician/trade aspirants, 

and higher for community/personal aspirants. 
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Appendix 8: Correlation Coefficient Results 

This Appendix includes the correlation coefficients for the Likert 5-scale items 

analysed in Chapter 4. Correlations are included for rural and metropolitan students and 

include, for each item, all students, male students and female students. 

In all cases, the correlation coefficient of each of the items was considered against the 

responses for Item 26: “When I leave school, I want to continue with my education”. 

Spearman Rank Correlation coefficients were determined using IBM SPSS. 

Spearman Correlation between items listed and “When I leave school, I want to continue 
with my education” 

Item 
No. 

Item Metro Metro 
Male 

Metro 
Female 

Rural Rural 
Male 

Rural 
Female 

9 
In my life so far, I have been successful in most things I 
have tried 

.063 .123 -.017 .215 .178 .322 

10 
I think that the results I have achieved are very good 
 

.116 .162 .071 .283 .246 .278 

14 
If I have difficulty with my school work in class, my 
teacher is always willing to help me with the work 

.055 .090 .026 .163 .368 -.031 

15 
If I have difficulty with my school work at home, my 
family will help me with the work 

-.104 -.174 -.066 -.004 .007 -.027 

16 
Even when the work in class is difficult, I always 
perform very well 

.065 .062 .082 .299 .183 .383 

19 
I find studying and school work to be boring 
 

-.136 -.214 .001 -.369 -.332 -.264 

21 
I try hard to get good results in my subjects at school 
 

.297 .236 .364 .426 .274 .485 

22 
My family encourages me to do well at school 
 

.076 .009 .148 .072 .148 .053 

25 
I intend to complete year 12 
 

.341 .390 .278 .611 .552 .642 

27 
I think I will be able to achieve all the goals that I have set 
myself for the future in terms of my education and career 

.086 .076 .127 .444 .393 .425 

28 
At my school, I have not been provided with enough 
information regarding uni and TAFE courses and careers 

-.073 .081 -.242 -.001 -.114 -.070 

29 
My school provides opportunities to explore and 
imagine possible future careers 

-.231 -.297 -.170 -.024 .055 -.051 

32 
I think that my school is preparing me well for life after 
school 

.056 -.027 .129 -.027 .053 -.056 

33 
I think that my school is a very good school 
 

-.096 .064 -.136 .042 .106 -.004 

37 
I think that my time at school has been successful so 
far 

.056 .011 .075 .323 .229 .370 

38 
I feel safe and secure in the community/town where I 
live 

.096 .061 .162 .046 -.004 .094 

39 
At my school, I learn about my local community 
 

-.130 -.074 -.190 -.110 -.079 -.060 

40 
My local community is important to me 
 

-.075 -.112 -.024 .015 .078 -.019 

41 
I think that the local community believes that my 
school is an important part of the community 

-.062 -.035 -.093 .102 .146 .038 

42 
In my community, I get involved in activities such as 
sport, clubs or community work 

-.049 .056 -.110 .102 .096 .159 
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Spearman Correlation between items listed and “When I leave school, I want to continue 
with my education” (continued) 

43 
In never want to leave the community/town where I 
live 

.041 -.118 .204 -.342 -.416 -.210 

44 
I would leave the community/town where I live in 
order to get a good job or to go to university or TAFE 

.136 .047 .216 .455 .333 .492 

45 
I want to leave my local community/town as soon as I 
can 

.072 -.015 .166 .187 .119 .114 

46 
If I left my local community, I would miss my family and 
friends 

.103 .009 .179 -.005 .026 -.096 

47 
To get the job that I want when I leave school, I need to 
go to university or TAFE 

.512 .477 .548 .645 .589 .642 

49 
I have very clear goals for my future in terms of my 
education and career 

.179 .162 .218 .213 .022 .338 

52 
I am smart enough to be able to do well at university or 
TAFE if I choose to go there 

.130 .177 .107 .459 .388 .510 

53 
My parents encourage me to attend university or TAFE 
after I leave school 

.475 .567 .366 .566 .623 .493 

54 
The teachers at my school encourage me to attend 
university or TAFE after I leave school 

.121 .212 -.004 .380 .446 .267 

56 
My friends do not want me to go to university or TAFE 
 

-.259 -.384 -.074 -.361 -.282 -.288 

Note: Green – Significant p < .01      Yellow – Significant p < .05 

Table A8.1: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient Comparing Items Listed and Student Perception of 

Wanting to Continue Education after Leaving School 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


