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EDITORIAL 

Rurality and access to higher education 

 

Introduction 

 

‘Global inequality is increasingly manifested within territorial proximity’ (Horner at al. 2018, 

29) and ‘intra-national inequalities’ are predicted to continue to grow ‘as a share of global 

inequality’ (ibid, 27).    Further, ‘evidence suggests that wide disparities between urban and 

rural populations exist’ (Graetz et al. 2018, 48).  The articles in this Special Issue of 

Compare interrogate these disparities by focusing on how rurality mediates access to higher 

education and to employment.  They are positioned within a complex global environment in 

which inequalities persist, not only between the global South and global North, but also intra-

nationally between urban and rural populations.  We use the terms global South and global 

North advisedly, aware of their unhelpful or inadequate binary categories (Skupein and 

Rüffin 2020), cautious that they may reinforce a ‘centre/periphery...dichotomy that glosses 

over the history, exercises of power and global political relations that create and perpetuate 

those very global divisions’ (Murrey 2019, 64).   We do not suggest that countries in the 

‘South’ are ‘underdeveloped’ or that they need to be recipients of the ‘North’s’ wisdom, 

(Sabzalieva et al 2020), rather we favour  Dados and Connell (2012, 13) who contend  that 

‘the term Global South …references an entire history of colonialism, neo-imperialism, and 

differential economic and social change through which large inequalities in living standard, 

life expectancy, and access to resources are maintained’.  Many of these inequalities are 

visible in all the articles in this Issue, irrespective of context. To justify further our use of 

global South and global North, the former is the term used by those such as de Sousa 

Santos (2014) to refer to nations whose knowledges have been subjected to epistemicide.  

Epistemicide is a core dimension of Naidoo et al’s article and, moreover, central to current 

debates about the necessity to embrace a plurality of knowledges, myriad ways of 

understanding the world and decolonial approaches to higher education and to the 

curriculum; all are themes in this Issue, together with  the lack of recognition of rural 

knowledges. We use, therefore, the terms global South and North in our editorial, even 

though we are ‘critical of totalising epistemologies that conceal significant differences and 

particularities in experiences’ (Murrey 2019, 65).  The articles in this Special Issue reveal the 

inequalities in access to resources in rural contexts, how economic and social change is 

differentiated between rural and urban and how colonialism continues to deny or marginalise 

particular knowledges.  In assembling it, we have been mindful to include research from 

global South and North in order to illustrate that the complexities associated with rural 
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contexts are not confined to particular countries although, because of greater inequalities in 

many ‘southern’ contexts, the distinctions between rural and urban may be starker there.   

 

Background to the Special Issue 

 

The rural works as a metaphor for the local, as we are able to observe how dominant 

global cosmopolitan knowledges and understandings are produced, and the 

processes through which they marginalise other ways of understanding the world 

and deny situated knowledges (Roberts 2014, 145). 

 

We provide some brief background to the development of the Special Issue as we believe 

that there are parallels to be drawn between the assumptions underlying the funding model 

of the project that initiated it and many of the inequalities, related to rurality, foregrounded in 

the articles. It emerged from the editors’ involvement in the ESRC/Newton Fund research 

project Southern African Rurality in Higher Education (SARiHE) (see https://sarihe.org.za ). 

The project proposal was submitted in response to a Newton Fund call that specified a need 

for ‘high-quality collaborative research in South Africa and/or wider Africa’ and that 

addressed ‘the economic development, improvement in welfare and alleviation of poverty in 

South Africa or developing countries’.   Applicants to the Newton Fund must address its 

requirements in terms of Official Development Assistance(ODA); a criterion  for compliance 

is that the project should demonstrate how it  will ‘use the strengths of the UK to address the 

issue’, implying that the ‘beneficiaries’  - ‘emerging knowledge economies’ - are in need of 

the UK’s ‘strengths’. The Newton Fund prides itself on its co-ownership model in which UK 

funding agencies join with partner countries to co-design and run research initiatives.  In the 

case of SARiHE, however, most of the funding was distributed to the UK partners via the 

Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), even though, as indicated earlier, the 

research needed to be focused on South Africa.  In such circumstances, and bound by such 

funding regimes, inequalities between global South and North are reinforced.  This 

perpetuation of global inequalities was somewhat ironic as our research was funded to 

investigate the inequities experienced by students from rural contexts in accessing higher 

education. As a research team, we determined, from the outset, to challenge the colonial 

connotations and epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007) implicit in the funding model, mindful of 

how they might impact on our study. Our critically reflexive approach towards the project and 

towards each other resulted in significant challenging of ourselves leading us to focus not 

only on the inequities but also to emphasise the importance of epistemic reciprocity (Fricker 

2015) between students from rural contexts, higher education structures and the curriculum.  

Our experiences with this project and our relationships with students from rural areas In 

https://sarihe.org.za/
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South Africa, enabled us to engage deeply with the complexities and dimensions of rurality 

and the often deficit positioning of those from rural areas.  Globally, there is a significant 

amount of research on equity of access but surprisingly little on the mediating effects of 

rurality on higher education.  Concern about this paucity led us to invite articles from those 

who had conducted such research in diverse contexts in order to draw attention, in the 

international education literature, to the inequalities related to rurality, higher education and 

employment.   

The first two articles in the Special Issue report on SARiHE, and explain how  its  theoretical 

framing, drawn mainly from the global North was interrogated for its appropriateness, even 

though our thinking had been developed through ‘southern theory’ (see, for example, 

Connell 2017), theories of rurality (see for example Balfour et al. 2008)  and, subsequently 

influenced by decoloniality (see, for example, Mbembe 2016; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013). They 

also describe the participatory methodological approach, a democratic and decolonising 

mode (Bozalek and Biersteker 2010), that involved undergraduates as co-researchers.    

Similarly, Montgomery’s article highlights how doctoral researchers from myriad countries – 

here mostly in the geographical South –used ‘Northern theories’ to frame the research they 

conducted into how rural and ethnic populations accessed higher education.   As Adriansen 

and Madsen (2019, 8) assert ‘when knowledge production is based on theories and methods 

developed for and in other historical and geographical contexts, that knowledge may be ill 

suited for solving local problems’. Given the foregrounding of the different kinds of 

knowledges to which those from rural contexts have access, we hope that such knowledges 

will, increasingly, enable the development of conceptual frameworks that are more 

congruent with them and that can, therefore, support local research more powerfully and 

appositely.  At the same time, we recognise that ‘assertions of the need to focus more 

centrally on “Southern theory” are not equivalent of the need to end, unequivocally, the 

coloniality of knowledge’ (Murrey 2019, 62).  

SARiHE’s  overall aim was to investigate the ways in which students from deep rural areas in 

South Africa negotiate the transition from school to university and was  aligned with the  

Newton Fund’s themes of ‘Equity in higher education, access and participation’ and 

‘Curriculum, pedagogy and modes and levels of provision’.  The project, involving three South 

African and two UK partners, also investigated how prior cultural and educational experiences 

in rural contexts influence students’ higher education trajectories. Analysis of data contains 

important elements that contribute to the debate on rural/urban divides and associated 

inequalities in accessing higher education.  These elements include the emphasis on the 

feelings of marginalisation, the lack of recognition of the importance of the knowledge and 
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skills developed in rural communities and their relevance to higher education, limited 

resources, including access to technology and the challenges faced by rural students in 

engaging with the curriculum.  We believe that these elements obtain, globally, to students 

from ‘non-traditional backgrounds’ and, indeed, they are visible in all of the articles in this 

Special Issue.   It is, therefore, an appropriate place to gather together articles that focus on 

inequitable access to higher education by students from rural contexts and that engage, as 

appropriate, in comparative analysis of rural and urban divides.     

 

Current considerations 

 

‘Close to 90% of all primary, secondary and tertiary learners in the world — are no longer 

able to physically go to school’ (Kandri 2020, npn). In 2018, when we proposed the Special 

Issue, we could not, of course, have predicted the context in which we would be writing this 

editorial.  As the Covid-19 pandemic continues to rage throughout  the globe, there has been 

a proliferation of literature exploring its impact  across  the educational sectors, including  

higher education, and, to some extent, examining the effects  on  marginalised students and 

communities, such as those in the rural areas focused on in this Special Issue.    The 

pandemic is also sharpening rural-urban divides.  As much of higher education has moved 

online, at least temporarily, inequalities for those living in rural areas, in terms of digital 

access (including internet connectivity), social support and access to resources have 

become even more stark (Timmis 2020; Mohamedbhai 2020).   In addition, in rural areas in 

many countries, paying for the amount of data necessary to participate in online learning 

cannot be prioritised over having sufficient food to eat.  Many universities, mainly in the 

global North who, for several years have relied on the fees from international students to 

replace the withdrawal of government funding, are now in danger of experiencing significant 

reduction in income as students are reluctant to leave their home countries to study 

elsewhere.     Further, while we were writing this editorial, the US government proposed a 

controversial policy to deport international students who are only experiencing online 

teaching.  This has now been rescinded following a lawsuit by Harvard University and the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) but Harvard and the University of Southern 

California are now instructing new international students not to travel to the USA as they 

would not be allowed to enter (Redden 2020).  The precarity of the  current situation is 

leading to the withdrawal of programmes and staff being made redundant throughout the 

globe.  The activism of the Black Lives Movement, in response to the murder of George 

Floyd in the US has, once again brought into sharp relief, racism in higher education and, in 

particular,  the curriculum – across the educational sectors – and its inappropriateness for 

those who are not white and (largely) middle–class.    To add insult to injury, the UK Minister 
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of State for Universities declared to the House of Commons education committee on 15 July 

2020 that, ‘it doesn’t matter about looking at which groups go to university’ (Parr 2020) thus 

disparaging decades of efforts to widen access. The pandemic and global anti-racism 

movement are, therefore,  encouraging  all of us in higher education to think even more 

intensely about how inequalities are perpetuated, ‘to challenge deep-rooted notions of when, 

where, and how we deliver education… and the distinction we draw between traditional and 

non-traditional learners’ (Kandri 2020, npn). The Special Issue articles were written before 

these events, yet, somewhat serendipitously, we believe that they can contribute to taking 

higher education forward more equitably into an uncertain future by challenging many of the 

‘deep-rooted notions’ (ibid)about students from rural contexts. 

 

Rurality, equity and access 

 

In a globalised world, the rural allows us to see the impact of policies and ideologies 

that have become obscured by the familiarity of modern metropolitan life.  Thus, our 

research speaks not only to the rural, but to the non-rural as well, in that it can shed 

light on what it takes for granted and what it has lost in the process of modernity 

(Roberts 2014,139). 

 

Rurality can, therefore, be a useful construct for investigating life and education in rural 

areas.  It can also enable comparative analysis of rural- urban divides, provide insight into 

broader issues of local-ness or difference and extrapolate the contributions that 

understanding rurality can make to education.  Given that potential and its importance, it is 

somewhat surprising that there is a paucity of   research that addresses its possible impact 

on accessing higher education and employment.   The articles in the Special Issue focus on 

rurality and access to higher education, how rurality mediates decisions about employment, 

further learning and other life choices and how students from rural backgrounds negotiate 

the transition to university as well as their experiences once there.   The importance of 

developing curricula that are inclusive, that challenge dominant knowledges and that reflect 

the life experiences, cultural values and skills of those from rural areas is also attended to. 

The Special Issue provides, therefore, a comprehensive and critical insight into how, 

globally, rurality mediates access to, and subsequent participation in, higher education and 

its dominant curricula and to employment, in a variety of countries, and, as appropriate 

compares rural and urban areas and highlights spatial divides. The articles enable us to 

discern how dominant knowledges and understandings of the world are produced and how 

local, rural knowledges are marginalised or denied (Roberts 2014).   Balfour, Mitchell and 

Moletsane (2008, 96) argue that ‘any theory of rurality needs also to consider theories of 
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globalization as pertaining to the conceptualization and centres of influence and power’ 

because global economics shape the extent to which rural environments are populated or 

depopulated.  They propose a generative theory of rurality that takes account of ‘the 

relationship between space, time and agency in the rural environment’ (98).    To that we 

add the need to acknowledge the intersections between rurality, ethnicity, race and class 

and to consider contextual, historical and socioeconomic trends.  Readers will discern a 

range of concepts used by authors to frame their research, concepts that, in their different 

ways, reflect these considerations. 

 

The transition from secondary to higher education is complex for the majority of younger 

people as it ‘demands a reconstruction of their belonging and forging new identities in urban 

spaces, due to the lack of local educational institutions and employment opportunities’ 

(Cuervo 2016, 48).  Cuervo maintains that uncertainty and barriers are harder to negotiate 

for some people, for example, indigenous and ethnic minority groups and it may be 

assumed, therefore, incorrectly, that rurality is only problematic in lower income countries.  

Although such countries’ populations tend to be the most vulnerable, ‘geographic isolation 

still plagues progress towards equitable education and rural groups continue to be 

overlooked’ (Stelmach 2011, 32) in many higher income countries.  We determined that, in 

this Special Issue, this would not be the case and therefore also sought submissions from 

higher income countries.  The article by Per-Ake Rosevall reports on research conducted in 

Sweden, one of the wealthiest countries in the world, yet in which there are disadvantages 

associated with rural locations.  These disadvantages bear comparison with South Africa 

and other countries of the global South in that they include uneven distribution of social, 

economic and cultural resources that impact student access to higher education and their 

subsequent career choices.  Similarly, Krystle Turner’s article that focuses on rural 

populations in Queensland, Australia, provides another example of how rural populations 

suffer from limited resources in a high income country.  In common with others, her research 

foregrounds the importance of family and community in supporting the decision making 

processes of students in rural areas. 

 

Research on widening participation or equity of access to higher education is extensive.   It 

does not need to be rehearsed further here other than to remind readers of the impact of 

massification and of the widening of participation to enable equity of access for those who 

have, historically, been under-represented.  These people include those who are the first in 

their family to attend university, those from low income households, mature students, those 

with caring responsibilities and those from marginalised ethnic groups.  Descriptors such as 

‘non-traditional’, ‘historically under-represented’ or ‘atypical students’ have also been 
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ascribed to students from rural contexts.  As explained earlier, their experiences have been 

less extensively researched and theorised, hence this Special Issue.   

 

The articles 

 

Students from rural contexts in South Africa - the majority of whom are black - continue to be 

marginalised despite post 1994 democratisation policies designed to address equity, access 

and retention in higher education.   Moreover, their lack of academic achievement continues 

to cause consternation.   The SARiHE project addressed the lack of research attracted by 

such students and the first two articles report on several of its key findings.  Student co-

researchers from three universities were invited to research their own lives using a 

participatory methodology, as indicated earlier. Interviews and focus groups with university 

leaders and academics were also conducted.  ‘Transitions from rural contexts to and through 

Higher Education in South Africa: negotiating misrecognition’ by Mgqwashu et al.  draws on 

rich narratives from 64 co-researchers, illustrating how their histories and lived experiences 

in rural contexts helped them to negotiate the transition to higher education and their 

trajectories as they moved through it. The authors provide a brief history in order to 

contextualise the SARiHE study and to show how, in South Africa, inequalities in education 

are historically and spatially produced. It is against this backdrop that they argue for the 

importance of recognising how practices are shaped and experienced in higher education. 

Their review of literature on transition reveals that policy and research on transitions 

internationally, tend to focus on the managerial problems of retention and success, rather 

than understanding the contributions of students from under-represented backgrounds to 

higher education. The SARiHE project was positioned within a sociocultural perspective on 

learning, acknowledging the importance of the physical, social, cultural, historical and 

material in mediating human actions.  Mgqwashu et al. also draw on Fraser’s (2003) notion 

of misrecognition in relation to social justice, recognising the importance of including 

practices, values and norms as well as students’ prior experiences and histories in university 

teaching and learning. Data illustrate the ways in which co-researchers achieved new and 

sometimes changing identities as a result of their encounters with different, ‘figured worlds’ 

(Holland et al 1998) over time and space.  They further highlight the ways in which students’ 

prior experiences and their rural cultural worlds inform their learning and the relationships 

they forge in higher education. Findings also illustrate the ways in which family and 

community influence students’ identities, agency and sense of belonging as they transition 

into and through higher education.  Mgqwashu et al conclude that in order to foster a 

relational approach to success and retention through students’ agency and sense of 
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belonging, universities cannot conceptualise students as coming from decontextualised, 

ahistorical contexts.  

 

 ‘You have to change, the curriculum stays the same’: decoloniality and curricular justice in 

South African higher education’ by Naidoo et al. is the second of the two SARiHE articles.  

The authors adopt a dynamic, heterogeneous understanding of rurality, articulating its 

intersection with race and ethnicity in South Africa and the wider Southern African region. 

The article examines the interplay of decoloniality and curricular justice in relation to student 

co-researchers’ prior experiences and their encounters with higher education curricula.   By 

drawing upon the historical and political context in post apartheid South Africa, Naidoo et al.  

demonstrate how the legacy of colonialism continues to play out in the lives of students and 

especially those from rural communities. As mentioned previously, the South African higher 

education sector has been struggling to move beyond its colonial past and many (including 

students themselves) question the relevance of curricula that tend to have remained fixed, 

despite massive demographic change. Furthermore, calls for cognitive and epistemic justice 

both in South Africa and globally, have highlighted the destruction of indigenous knowledges 

and/or languages as a result of the hegemony of Western or Eurocentric knowledge forms 

and dominant or colonial languages.   

 

The article highlights key findings that demonstrate the disjunctures between prior learning 

before university and the experiences of curricula once at university.  The authors show 

student co-researchers’ awareness of the kinds of foundational learning they have 

experienced in rural contexts and its value. The differences between students’ own 

understandings of local and indigenous knowledges and the academic discourses and 

disciplinary conventions that surround such knowledges are shown. Student co-researchers 

also highlight language as a key area of difficulty. At university, they enter a very different 

culture, where English is no longer mediated by speakers of other languages and university 

teachers appear unaware of the linguistic barriers or unwilling to adapt to students from rural 

backgrounds. They also highlight the way in which academic literacies are often seen as 

‘neutral’ rather than socially constructed and dominated by particular (usually Eurocentric) 

understandings of knowledge. The title, highlighting the student co-researcher quote about 

universities expecting students to change rather than changing their own curricula puts this 

very succinctly.  Naidoo et al.  conclude that decolonising the curriculum to develop 

curricular justice, is more than changing the content to make it more African or ensuring that 

examples are drawn from Africa. Findings indicate that it is usually the students who are 

making all of the effort to adapt, yet there are many opportunities for the curriculum 

(learning, teaching assessment) and content to be revised and adapted. This process must 
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involve the on-going interrogation of those knowledges that are privileged and those that 

continue to be ignored and marginalised. The authors argue for universities to embrace 

curricular justice (Connell 1992) and epistemic reciprocity (Fricker 2015) through bringing 

different knowledges into dialogue with each other, particularly crucial for decolonial 

rethinking and redesigning of curricula. 

 

Catherine Montgomery’s article ‘Exploring rurality and ethnicity in globalised higher 

education: ideologies, intersections and narratives in doctoral research theses’ highlights the 

challenges in accessing higher education faced by rural and ethnic populations across 

several contexts, including China, India, Pakistan, Tanzania, Colombia, Brazil and Mexico.  

Critiquing the deficit positioning often attributed to these communities, Montgomery 

emphasises the lack of research on rurality and access to higher education and seeks to 

provide an insider’s view of rural experiences from a global South perspective (though not 

exclusively so). This perspective is explored through an analysis of international doctoral 

research theses where there is a focus on rurality in higher education. These research 

studies have been conducted in the home nations of the researchers as a way of providing 

‘a unique and emic insight into complex local contexts’. Montgomery’s research forms part of 

a sub-set of a larger study in which she explored the digital repository EThOS.  EThOS is an 

online store, curated by the British Library, holding most social science doctoral theses 

completed in UK universities. An initial data set of 380 theses was collated and then reduced 

to a smaller set of 98 that dealt with internationalisation.   Montgomery’s article focuses on 

12 theses relating to rurality and higher education that were explored through an in-depth 

qualitative analysis of themes. These theses provided a more critical perspective on their 

respective national contexts and on the idea of global higher education more broadly than 

was common in the wider sample that focused on internationalisation. From the analysis of 

the 12 theses, four themes were identified. Firstly, it is argued that, from the theses focused 

on China and Mexico, higher education can ensure a form of ideological control over 

marginalised communities. Secondly, the labelling of rural populations as a process of 

‘minoritisation’ and the perceived deficit of students from rural backgrounds serves to 

increase inequalities; an example from Colombia shows that there is often a lack of 

understanding of the challenges faced by teachers in rural areas. Thirdly, as in other articles, 

intersectionality is considered relating to characteristics of gender, ethnicity and language to 

reveal the fluid identities of students from rural backgrounds and how the complex 

interaction of these characteristics served to reinforce inequalities, particularly through 

language. Finally, an argument is made, following Freire that the agency of teachers in 

universities is needed to enact change as well as the need for structural and institutional 

change.  
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The disparities in access to higher education between rural and urban areas in Georgia and 

Kazakhstan are investigated by Chankseliani et al.  Several findings from their analysis of a 

range of policy documents and academic literature are reflective of the complexities of 

access to higher education experienced by those from rural areas in many contexts. Finance 

is often considered to be a major obstacle but, it is not the only one and, in common with 

other research reported on in this Special Issue, Chankseliani et al. foreground the limited 

resources in schools in rural areas, including somewhat poorly qualified teachers.  In 

addition, their documentary analysis indicates that many people in the rural areas of Georgia 

and Kazakhstan have relatively modest views on the academic abilities of students, 

expecting their academic attainment to be lower than that of those in urban areas.   These 

low expectations affect the kind of university that they decide to apply to.  The documentary 

analysis, positioned within the centralised system of entrance examinations to higher 

education established after the demise of the Soviet Union, emphasises the professed equal 

treatment of all, inherent in such a system.  As the authors write, however, this ‘equal 

treatment’ ‘can perpetuate inequitable outcomes by social class, economic status, 

ethnicity/race, geographic origin, gender and other factors of disadvantage’.  The authors 

highlight that, not only have the educational opportunities of the rural populations diminished 

since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, but the overall living standards have also been 

lowered.  Lower standards of living combined with geographic isolation and the lack of 

libraries and youth development programmes all conspire against those from rural areas and 

diminish their opportunities to access higher education.  The majority of universities In 

Georgia and Kazakhstan are in urban areas, thus students from rural contexts have the 

added cost of accommodation as, unlike their urban peers, they cannot live at home and 

commute.  Conclusions of the study indicate that rural origin constitutes a serious obstacle 

to accessing higher education in Georgia and Kazakhstan, not only because of the 

geographical location and associated costs but also because of the students’ and their 

parents’ assessment of academic ability.    Failure in their attempts to access higher 

education is often attributed to these perceived inferior efforts and ability.  Chankseliani et 

al., in examining how spatial disparities lead to educational and socioeconomic inequalities, 

emphasise the disadvantage created at group level thus undermining neoliberal, 

individualistic explanations of inequality.  

 

Research that is concerned with rurality is often related to space and place, as remarked on 

earlier.  Place is particularly important when conducting career counselling with young 

people in rural areas, yet few studies consider how career counsellors relate to concepts of 

place in their practice.   A key role of career counsellors is to support young people who are 

making decisions about whether to progress to higher education or to employment.   
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Opportunities for both, as we have established, may be very limited in rural areas, even in 

high income countries, such as Sweden, the context of Per-Ake Rosvall’s article.   Despite 

Sweden’s wealth, as in many other countries, uneven distribution of resources impacts 

significantly on access to higher education and on career choices.  Rosvall’s focus is on 

counsellors’ practice in rural areas but he includes those in urban areas as important points 

of comparison, using Massey’s concept of power geometry as a framework for analysis.  

Rosvall investigates how counsellors describe their work and the extent to which they 

consider it to be related to place.  Discourses such as ‘learning to leave’, ‘poverty of access’ 

in rural areas and ‘metrocentricity’ are important considerations in the analysis and 

discussion of the data and can be related, usefully, to other articles in this Special Issue. 

 

Rosvall’s findings underscore the divide between the resources in urban and rural areas and 

how these differentiated resources affect young people’s access to higher education and 

limit their range of employment opportunities.  It could be inferred, therefore, from this 

Swedish study, that many of the complexities that hold in rural communities in the global 

South also obtain in the global North. Other articles in this Special Issue refer to the support, 

often informal support, that those living in rural areas rely on for help, not only in making 

decisions but in operationalising them, such as applying to higher education or moving into 

employment.   Rosvall concludes that counsellors did little to encourage how the limitations 

and restrictions of rural areas could be addressed although some made efforts to strengthen 

connections with local employers.   There are more employment opportunities for young 

men than young women in rural areas of Sweden, with less support given to young women’s 

interests through activities and local networks.  This situation may be attributed to ongoing 

stereotyping of the types of work deemed to be suitable for men and women and, from 

Rosvall’s findings, it seems that career counsellors do little to challenge this stereotyping. 

Their activities that promote the local are directed towards young men and, consequently, 

younger women experience ‘poverty of access’ and leave for the city.  In rural areas of 

Sweden, counsellors work with students and their families over a period of time and, in 

addition, are members of local health teams.  They value their relationships with the 

students and families as these enhance their ability to support young people in their decision 

making.  The career counsellors, however, have some desire to modify the ways in which 

they work, shifting their practice away from a focus on the individual to one that involves 

more group work in order to facilitate discussion about choices and parental pressure.  The 

lack of support from teachers and head teachers in rural areas was recognised as an 

unfortunate obstacle to developing this practice. 
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Making decisions about what to do on completion of secondary education is also the focus 

of Krystle Turner’s article ‘Perceived community influence on rural Australian students’ 

higher education decisions: exploring community, school and family’.  It explores the 

relationships between family and community and how students’ complex sense of belonging, 

not belonging or othering influences their choices.   Turner highlights the lower higher 

education application and participation rates of young people from rural areas compared to 

those from metropolitan areas, where in 2018, only 23% of applications to universities were 

from non-metropolitan Australians. However, as in many countries, as we have articulated, 

policy ambiguities in defining rurality make it difficult to determine the exact number of 

student entrants from rural communities. In order to explore the disparities and community 

influences, the study employed life history methods to investigate the lived experiences of 

six school students living in rural communities, both rural towns and more remote areas in 

Queensland, who are considering pursuing higher education and leaving home. Turner is 

strongly influenced by Cuervo and Wyn’s (2017) interpretation of belonging as a longitudinal 

process, established through social relationships and everyday tasks, and critical for both 

community and social change. She frames the research using Bourdieu’s well known 

concept of habitus, in particular focusing on the primary and secondary levels or layers 

articulated by Wacquant (2016).  These layers distinguish between the primary milieu of 

family and secondary habitus acquired later at school and through participation in wider 

communities over time. Drawing on interview data, Turner shows the variations in how 

students perceive their communities and their sense of belonging to them and how this 

influences attitudes and decisions about higher education. For example, experiences of 

school and distance education, local attitudes to higher education, employment and 

resources, and future possible careers often promoted either a sense of belonging and 

connection to place or a sense of difference from their peers and communities. Turner 

concludes that although the local community and its attitudes towards higher education were 

influential on the students making decisions about university study, what was most influential 

was their individual positioning within their own family relationships, values and practices. 

Crucially, student attitudes towards their community appear to be influenced strongly by 

family, thus showing the interconnectedness of both family and community in shaping higher 

education trajectories in rural contexts, a strong theme throughout the Special Issue. 

 

The final article ‘Uncertain futures in forgotten places: a study on education policies and 

students’ subjectivities in rural contexts in Chile ‘by Juan de Dios Oyarzún focuses on 

nineteen students across six secondary schools in rural settings in Chile and explores their 

experiences through biographical narratives collected using semi-structured in-depth 

interviews. The definition of rural in the Chilean context is explained as what it is not, i.e. 
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urban, and urban is defined as a territory with more than 2,000 inhabitants. There is very 

little research on rural contexts in Chile, which, Oyarzún argues, are invisible as there is no 

formal or explicit rural education policy. Utilising a post-structural theoretical framing, the 

article problematises the relations between discourses and the production of subjectivities of 

these students and explores the possibilities for resistance. Oyarzún describes the 

neoliberal privatisation of education in Chile and explains how this has increased 

inequalities. The ideological production of subjectivities within the education system through 

the secondary TVET (Technical and Vocational) Policy, informed by human capital theory is 

argued to construct a pre-figured worker-employee. Students can choose a scientific-

humanistic (SH) or a technical and vocational (TVET) secondary path and their choice is 

influenced by whether they have aspirations for continuing onto higher education and how 

best to achieve this. Oyarzún identifies a range of further aspects that inform students’  

aspiration to go onto higher education, including gaps of information, the difficulties to fund 

their possible studies, and timing, The participants’ dreams and aspirations are inspired by 

their career ambitions though Oyarzún argues that their strategic decision-making is 

influenced by the lack of economic activities around them and by whether they want to avoid 

or continue in the traditions of their family’s work experience. Some of the participants want 

to continue the traditional forms of work in the rural areas that are the experiences of their 

family  - as glimpsed in rural areas of Sweden in Rosvall’s article - but they may see 

following a TVET route at school as a means to enable them to enhance their skills in these 

traditions and take up more advanced (managerial) positions.  The likelihood is, however, 

that the limited opportunities available mean they will take up similar jobs to those done by 

their families. Oyarzún is able to show through these unique voices of the participants how 

the production of their subjectivities and social reproduction intersect in complex ways 

illustrating how their dreams and aspirations indicate a tension between following the paths 

of previous generations and the new possibilities they want to create and live.  

 

Conclusion: conditions of possibility? 

‘The point is that students are not passive spectators or “deficient rural students” – they have 

assets that they might mobilise if the conditions of possibility allow’ (Walker and Mathebula 

2019, 5).  The articles in this Special Issue demonstrate conditions of possibility that include, 

for example, resistance ‘against the precarious conditions of their lives’, demonstrated by the 

participants in Oyarzún’s research and Chankseliani et al’s call for a contextual admissions 

approach to take account of university applicants’ rural background.  In the SARiHE project, 

we discerned many examples of how student co-researchers resisted the messages that 

were often communicated to them by universities and how they created their own conditions 
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of possibility.  One such message was that they needed to leave their rural communities 

behind if they wanted to achieve.  This ‘learning to leave’ is a strong theme throughout all of 

the articles gathered here and in the SARiHE project, we discerned examples of student co-

researchers’ subversion of this dominant narrative.   They came to recognise the many 

strengths that they brought to higher education and the skills that they had developed in their 

rural contexts (Timmis et al 2019).  Such skills, acquired through their allotted tasks and 

roles in their communities, were not only invaluable at university but students’ recognition of 

them and their worth enhanced their self-confidence. In addition, the retention rather than 

rejection of students’ rural knowledges can enable the development of more diverse and 

inclusive learning and teaching practices.   These conditions of possibility are visible 

throughout  this Special Issue.  They can be harnessed to create more equitable paths for 

those from rural contexts to walk along; to walk along so that they are not disadvantaged in 

gaining access to university and so that the knowledges gained from their communities can 

be integrated and enrich the experiences of all those who study and work in higher 

education.  Future research could continue to engage in similar inquiries, in particular in 

higher income contexts and through further comparative analysis of the rural-urban divide. 

At the beginning of this editorial, we emphasised that rurality related issues of access to 

higher education are under researched.  This Special Issue, therefore, by reporting on 

studies conducted into the relationship between rurality and access to higher education in 

global South and North makes a timely and important contribution to current debates about 

key issues in higher education such as greater equity, social justice and decolonial 

approaches.   It illustrates how students from rural areas are far from ‘deficient’ and have 

assets that can be mobilised as higher education reconfigures itself to a post pandemic 

future, one in which there is a danger of inequalities being amplified. The barriers that have 

been identified and encountered by many students from rural contexts in accessing higher 

education need to be removed.   Students need to be supported to participate fully in the 

institution through enhanced curricula, teaching and learning strategies that are inclusive of 

and that value their experiences and aspirations so that they are much more than passive 

spectators.     Their experiences and understandings can be mobilised to honour and 

embrace a plurality of knowledges and to move swiftly towards what Mbembe (2016) refers 

to as the ‘pluriversity’, a higher education context that is celebratory of epistemic diversity, 

striving to be epistemologically reciprocal and, therefore, more equitable.   
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