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How Rural Youth Access Information on Tertiary Education Opportunities

Le
a

rn
in

g
 B

ri
e

f 
4

2

Learning from our implementing partners

The DG Murray Trust funded a research study 
aimed at improving the understanding of how 
high school learners learn about, and access 
information on tertiary education.  Specifi cally, 
the study investigated the type, accessibility, 
and sources of information on higher education 
available to rural learners in KwaZulu-Natal. 

In 2012, Project Empower conducted a qualitative 
study which focused on 10 high schools situated 
in the Ingwavuma, Ndumo and Mboza areas of 
northern KwaZulu-Natal. In-depth interviews 
were conducted with 39 educators, 10 high school 
principals, 23 high school learners, 25 recent 
matriculants, and 14 students from the region 
studying at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
(UKZN), Durban University of Technology (DUT) or 
the University of South Africa (UNISA). In addition, 
six focus group discussions were held with local 
high school graduates.  Two key fi ndings are 
shared here: 
1. Information on career and higher education 

avenues is available to rural youth from multiple 
sources, but the accessibility of this information 
is restricted due to poor human capacities and 
resources; 

2. Regardless of where information about careers 
and higher education comes from, or how it is 
used, there are numerous contextual barriers 
hampering young people’s pursuit of higher 
education.

Sources and conduits of information 
Information about careers, higher education, 
and further training are available to learners 
from multiple sources and channelled through 
various stakeholders. These are listed in the table 

following. However, the study found that the 
necessary information is not always adequately 
channelled through these conduits and so learners 
in rural areas do not always access the information 
they need to make well-formed decisions. 

Information usage 
Once rural youth accumulate information on post-
high school options they struggle to make sense 
of all the material. Interpreting the available career 
information and then knowing which steps to 
take next in pursuit of that career is a daunting 
task. Learners in this study reveal that they lack 
some of the social, emotional and material capital 
necessary for them to make sound, well informed 
career and further education choices. Many of the 
youth interviewed in this study are discouraged 
from proactively sourcing and using information 
on higher education on their own for the following 
reasons:

They experience a general lack of self-esteem, 
confi dence, maturity, and motivation in terms 
of pursuing higher education;
They struggle with basic English language 
profi ciency and comprehension, and poor 
academic grades all round;
They have inferior knowledge of where and how 
to access information about  higher education 
institutions, or about how and when to apply 
for these opportunities;
They have limited social networks that minimise 
their exposure to new and vital sources 
of information regarding access to higher 
education or possible career choices. 
They are simply not empowered with the 
confi dence, skills and resources to make these 
decisions independently.

CONNECTION TO 
OPPORTUNITY
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SOURCES ACCESSIBILITY
Schools and Educators

Schools are the primary institutional conduits 
channelling information on tertiary institutions to rural 
learners. Life Orientation teachers are especially tasked 
with advising learners on possible careers and further 
education options available to them. 

In the schools researched, it was found that the Life Orientation Educators 
were not specifi cally trained as career counsellors and many were generally 
inadequately informed about the variety of, and entry requirements to, tertiary 
institutions. Educators often felt unprepared to dispense such advice given their 
own limited access to information. Educators also seldom know how to take 
proactive steps in contacting universities for information such as brochures and 
application forms. In some instances educators try to assist learners to access 
the information they seek. Some educators even invite guest speakers from 
the local community to talk about their careers but these are rare and special 
cases. Very few learners and students found the Life Orientation classes, and 
educators in general, useful for making informed decisions about post-high 
school options.

Higher Education Institutions

Tertiary institutions usually have their own school 
liaison offi  cers that visit a portfolio of schools and 
disseminate information about entry and program 
requirements. School Liaison Offi  cers contact and 
visit schools to give face-to-face presentations on 
higher education and distribute information packs. 
Universities, colleges and academic departments may 
also publish pamphlets and information leafl ets (and 
application forms) intended to provide a secondary 
source of information to educators and learners about 
higher education. Educators and Learners may also 
contact the higher education institutions to get the 
necessary information.

In reality, the study found that university appointed School Liaison Offi  cers 
rarely visit each school in rural areas. They occasionally give presentations 
at targeted locations and surrounding schools are invited (sometimes with 
short notice) to attend the session. A lack of funds and simple logistics makes 
it diffi  cult to visit each and every school in KZN or to even provide a more 
consistent service. The dispensing of advice on career or higher education 
choices was often confl ated with a form of institutional brand marketing. 
Moreover, the study found that educators and learners had almost no direct 
access to hard copies of information pamphlets and leafl ets, or university 
application forms, as much of this information is now digitally available online. 
The digitalisation of information has a discriminatory eff ect on rural educators 
and learners who still rely heavily on printed text as a source of information 
about furthering education opportunities. Furthermore, many students and 
their parents do not have the opportunity to speak directly to someone from a 
university, FET college, Private College, and University of Technology. Instead 
they rely on relayed, second hand information.

Career expositions and shows

Career expos are usually organised by the provincial 
Department of Education and are designed to provide 
a forum for various state departments, institutions of 
higher learning, and private enterprises to promote 
their specifi c institution, disseminate information, 
and off er generalised career guidance. In theory, 
such expositions enable Life Orientation teachers 
and learners to collect pamphlets and information 
brochures about internship and funding opportunities, 
and further education institutions, and they give 
educators and learners the chance to talk face-to-face 
with an institutional representative.

In practice, career expos are not road-shows that go from school to school 
but rather events held at a centralised venue to which schools are invited. As 
such, their value to educators and learners is dependent on logistical factors 
determining the likelihood that learners and educators will attend. Thus, 
whether or not learners and educators attend career expos depends on the 
school distance from the expo, travel costs, being alerted to the expo in time to 
make necessary arrangements, weather, regional travel safety, and so forth. In 
rural contexts where resources and human capacity are scarce, these are often 
limiting factors. Consequently, it is only usual for grade 11 and 12 learners to 
attend these events, which is far too late in the career decision making process. 

Department of Education Booklets and Brochures

A key source of information for any prospective student 
interested in higher learning in KZN is the handbook 
published by the Central Applications Offi  ce (CAO). The 
CAO processes all applications for fi rst time admission to 
Universities in KZN.

The study found that this easy to read booklet is widely available to rural youth 
and educators, is well recommended, and clearly provides basic and necessary 
information about applying to a KZN university, FET college, Private College, 
and University of Technology. Learners and educators referenced it as a source 
of helpful knowledge about the application process, but pointed out that its 
usefulness is limited as a career advisory source. 
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Contextual barriers to higher education 
Family/Home context

A signifi cant barrier to education facing rural 
youth is a family or home life that is burdened with 
general poverty. This includes lack of food, clothes, 
emotional and material care; lack of study facilities 
and parental support for schooling; too many 
domestic responsibilities and chores that sap up 
daily time; lack of parental/guardian know-how 
about post-high school options.
Educational context

Rural youth often attend schools with defi cient 

classroom, teaching and learning resources; 
irresponsible leadership; insuffi  cient managerial 
and administrative support; poor quality teachers 
(lacking in skill, knowledge, care or motivation). In 
such educational contexts, schools are not “safe 
spaces” and learners and educators are vulnerable 
to physical and emotional abuse, which decreases 
teaching and learning potential. Some learners 
also faced logistical diffi  culties associated with 
long and arduous commutes to schools because of 
a lack of transport infrastructure to assist learners 
in accessing schools.

Non-profi t organizations and privately-run youth programs

Private agencies, companies, non-profi t organisations, 
and NGOs may run specifi c programmes to target youth 
and education. Sometimes these also act as a source 
of information about higher education to participating 
youth and schools, and they may also be focused on 
helping learners improve their academic grades. 

In the study region several private agencies ran specifi c school-based 
programmes. For example, the Star School Programme, the Rural Education 
Access Programme (REAP), and Student Dynamics. These proved to be popular 
with learners as events despite the limited information available either in 
terms of tertiary education as a whole with regard to a broader range of career 
choices.

Social networks: family friends, neighbours, community role models

Social networks consisting of family, members, 
friends, neighbours, and community role models 
help youngster’s access new information about 
career options and the types of tertiary education 
opportunities available. These people can actively share 
this information directly with high school youth, or the 
information can be passively observed and learnt. 

Youth in this study reported that their parents, especially mothers, and older 
siblings are great sources of practical career advice as well as encouragement 
and emotional guidance throughout the career making process. Respondents 
told how siblings and friends who are studying at tertiary institutions provide 
support and information regarding staying focused at school, working hard to 
get the necessary grades for university entry, and following interesting career 
paths. 

“My brother tells me things I should do and what is being off ered at the 
university”; “my friend who is studying at university usually told me to pull up 
my socks in order to enter in university”. 

In addition, relatives and community members help refer learners to successful 
individuals in particular careers, such as lawyers, doctors, shop owners, and so 
on whom young people consult about careers paths. 

However, on the downside, parents may also unnecessarily pressure learners 
into the wrong career choices, as one learner describes: “my parents and 
relatives put pressure on me to do this (doctor) but my fi rst choice is law. I want 
to be a lawyer.”

Overall, their teachers, family members, neighbours and community members 
are not able to suffi  ciently provide them with the exposure to relevant 
information and examples that they need to pursue a higher education route.

Internet, radio, television, magazines, newspapers

The media and Internet are good sources of information 
on careers, and higher education options. The media 
also portrays role models in diff erent occupations. Radio 
and TV shows sometimes have a particular educational 
focus directed at high school youth, targeting career 
and education issues.

From the research fi ndings, it is clear that where possible, educators and 
learners use the Internet to access information on career choices and tertiary 
education options. They referenced local community centres and public libraries 
that have computers with limited internet access (although there is sometimes 
a fee associated with their use). The Internet as a source of information has the 
advantage of allowing youngsters their own agency in the search process, but it 
is a limited service to many young rural people.  
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences 
and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za

Community context

In the rural areas where this study was conducted 
there was wide-spread substance abuse, violence 
and sexual assault, and general anti-social 
behaviour. This has diff ering impacts on young men 
and women, leaving girls vulnerable to teenage 
pregnancies and the threat of sexual assault. 
Furthermore, a lack of employment opportunities 
in these rural areas results in a lack of role-models 
of individuals with successful careers, leaving 
youth with few practical examples of people who 
have eff ectively pursued a higher education route.

Conclusions
Regardless of where information about careers and 
higher education comes from, or how it is used, 
there are numerous barriers facing rural youth 
who wish to study further after matriculating 
from high school. Individual academic merit is the 
key factor determining whether a learner will be 
accepted into a tertiary education institution but 
the social context of such a learner provides either 
the enabling or the obstructing environment 
for higher education decision-making. The rural 
family, educational, and community contexts 
tend to create an environment where youth and 
their families have limited opportunities to fulfi l 
their potential, which in turn limits their future 
education and career possibilities. This means that 
these rural youth receive far too little support to 
navigate through the “search for information” and 
application process, and that there is a lack of 
knowledge/exposure to fi nancial aid possibilities. 
Despite multiple sources of information on 
higher education, rural youth cannot access this 
information directly; instead they rely on conduits 
that are ineff ective at delivering the necessary, as 
well as adequate, information needed to make 
well-formulated career and further education 
decisions. 

Recommendations
 Life Orientation educators should also be 

trained as career counsellors.
 Localised information hubs should be 

established to provide integrated support to 
Life Orientation educators.

 Stated minimum entry requirements for specifi c 
career choices at tertiary institutions should 
also emphasise the limited spaces available for 
particular career paths.

 The Central Applications Offi  ce application 
process should be modifi ed to allow applicants 
to diff erentiate between “dream” careers and 
realistic career choices.
The media should celebrate and promote 
diverse career paths and the entire spectrum of 
tertiary education institutions.
Systematic bridge building between secondary 
and tertiary educational institutions and 
between the various tertiary institutions 
themselves needs to take place to facilitate 
the fl ow of information as well as the fl ow of 
people.
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