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Talk to any local agency staff member in a rural area about how work is going and the answers will 
often be the same. They are incredibly busy, overworked, understaffed and underfunded. There is 
often a huge series of projects that they would like to undertake that would help them improve their 
services; but the issue of sparing the staff time and resources in systems that are already overflowing 
means that these projects are sidelined in favour of the more pressing day to day tasks. This pile of ‘if 
only’ projects that can be found by asking any number of managers across multiple fields including 
social services, local government, education and volunteer organisations made up the basis of what 
would become the Department of Rural Health Community Summer Scholarship program.  

Conversations with University students about their future often echo concerns of future employability 
in their chosen field once they have completed their studies. The rates of university graduates in 
Australia is higher now than at any other point in history1 and, for a multitude of reasons, the number 
of graduates in many fields is currently greater than the number of entry level positions available2. 
Whilst 30 years ago having a university level qualification would mean a graduate could virtually walk 
into a job once their studies were completed, no such guarantee is now available. Having a 
qualification alone is not enough to stand out from the crowd when seeking employment; students 
need to have an ‘edge’ over their peers with real world experience to complement their academic 
knowledge to show they can apply their learnings in ways that is valuable to the workplace and the 
community.  

The Community Summer Scholarship program was designed to address the current dilemma facing 
regionally based services that do not have the staff or the resources to complete the additional work 
that would add value to their core business. It also aimed to help university students studying health 
degrees gain experience and develop qualities that are looked upon favourably by employers.  

A third aim of this project which is just as important to the University of South Australia Department of 
Rural Health (DRH) is to give students ‘a great rural experience’. By having students embedded in a 
community, where they are encouraged to talk with local people and live there for a number of weeks 
whilst they complete their project, aims to increase the chance that they will then return to regional 
areas for further clinical placement opportunities and potentially employment at a later date.  

In late September 2015, organisations in Whyalla and Port Augusta were approached by the DRH 
and asked the question of whether they had any projects sitting in their ‘if only’ pile. Of those 
approached, 6 organisations showed interest in participating. Criteria for selecting projects included 
that they were to be feasibly completed by a university student who had completed at least 2 years of 
an undergraduate qualification within 4 weeks and that the project would benefit the health and 
wellbeing of the local community. The organisations were also required to agree to being co-hosting 
agencies in the project. This meant that a student working on a project for the agency must be 
provided with a mentor within the organisation, access to a desk, phone, internet, printing and 
anything else that they may require while undertaking the project. They were also to be offered the 
opportunity to be included in the day to day running of the organisation such as through staff meetings 
or trainings to give a more well-rounded experience of the workforce. Organisations were able to 
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request students studying certain degrees as a preference with the knowledge that this preference 
was not required to be met (i.e. an Occupational Therapy student to create resources for staff working 
with children with developmental delays). 

In the first year of the program, 10 projects were selected from 5 organisations to be completed in 2 
blocks of 4 weeks. The first block occurred in November-December 2015 and the second in January-
February 2016. These projects covered areas of aging, disability, volunteering, early childhood, 
Aboriginal Health, and advocacy services. 9 projects were based in Whyalla with a 10th being located 
with an Aboriginal Health service in Port Augusta. 

The Community Summer Scholarship program was advertised through all 3 of the South Australian 
universities utilising school email lists, rural health clubs, and scholarship webpages. Criteria for 
students was that they must be an Australian citizen or permanent resident, be studying medicine, 
nursing or allied health degrees having completed at least 2 years of studies, and providing their 
academic transcript. They were also required to give a short written explanation of what they hoped to 
gain out of the experience and their long-term goals as a health professional with applications from 
students who shared desires of working and living in rural Australia being looked upon favourably.  

Students were provided with background information about each of the projects and they were given 
the opportunity to put in preferences for which project they would be most interested to work on. 
During the selection process, the judging panel from the DRH then matched the most suitable 
applicants with each project, alerting both the student and the organisation of the match.  

The University of South Australia Department of Rural Health is located in Whyalla, SA on the 
University of South Australia Whyalla Campus. The campus also boasts a student village capable of 
accommodating 80+ students. As the Summer Scholarship program occurs during the University 
Summer break, the accommodation was available to be utilised for students completing the 
scholarship.  

The scholarship prize included for the successful students 4 weeks of free accommodation in the 
Whyalla campus student accommodation, a one off travel reimbursement up to the value of $150 and 
$350 per week living allowance. As many students use the summer months as an opportunity to work 
and save money to assist them during the school year it was felt that providing a living allowance was 
a necessary incentive. Whilst the amount of money earnt whilst completing the summer scholarship 
was far less than what is possible for a student to earn in casual summer employment, it was felt that 
it was a reasonable reimbursement to ensure that students who were genuinely interested in gaining 
skills in areas such as projects, community engagement, stakeholder management etc. would apply.  

In the summer of 2015-16; 11 students were selected to complete the 10 projects (one was a joint 
project for two students) these students came from across all 3 universities and represented degrees 
in nursing, medicine, psychology, occupational therapy, speech therapy and health science.  

The DRH co-hosted each of the students in conjunction with the variety of other organisations. 
Student time tables were made up so that they each would spend Tuesdays-Thursday with their host 
organisation and Mondays and Fridays with the DRH. During the time spent at the DRH students 
were offered additional educational opportunities in the form of excursions, guest speakers and 
workshops to add further value into their great rural experience. Highlights of these opportunities 
include cultural awareness training, a tour of the local aboriginal health service and Royal Flying 
Doctor base, and a public speaking workshop.  
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On top of the educational opportunities, students were also given chances to participate in the local 
communities social scene through tours of the local town, playing sport in a local social competition, 
and having access to bicycles to get around town to see the sights. These were enthusiastically taken 
up by many of the students; many of whom it was their first time living away from home in a new town.  

Each Friday afternoon as part of the program was also a scheduled ‘debrief’ time with the students 
and DRH staff. The debrief sessions were loosely scripted and provided DRH staff with an opportunity 
to hear from the students about what they were able to achieve across the week, what challenges 
they had faced with their projects and how they had worked to solve the problem, and also how they 
were coping personally. This proved a valuable ‘check-in’ point each week and an opportunity for the 
students to share their experiences and ideas with each other on their projects and helped to inform 
improvements to the program for DRH staff, as well as a chance to wind down before the weekend 
and gain clarity of next steps in the project for the following week.  

In what is an example of most project work, the students were fairly autonomous from the start of their 
projects. Having been given a basic run down in project management, students were then set off to 
plan their own approach to their project and manage their own time effectively.  

In the first year of the program, some of the projects that were undertaken by the students included 
the creation of a disability service directory for Whyalla, a community engagement plan for the 
Aboriginal Health Service in Port Augusta, a referral guide for advocacy services on a local, state and 
national level to be used by both staff and consumers, resources and a workshop for social workers in 
recognising developmental delay in young children, a guidebook for local sporting clubs and volunteer 
groups to become more aging and disability friendly, and a seminar for workplaces on the supports 
available to assist when hiring people with a disability. The quality of this work completed in just 4 
weeks by university students exceeded all expectations of the local agencies and the DRH staff. As 
part of the program, in the final week the DRH has held presentation nights where the students were 
each able to present their finished projects and speak about their experience during the program. 
These presentation nights was attended by DRH and local agency staff, as well as members of the 
local community and media all of whom reacted very positively to the work that had been achieved 
during the program.  

The students’ perspective on the Summer Scholarship program for the majority was that there was a 
great deal of personal and professional growth achieved in just the 4 week timeframe. For many of the 
students, living in a rural community either for the first time, or at least the first time away from 
parents, gave them the opportunity to increase their independence and resilience. The feedback from 
students has been that by experiencing this over a short period of 4 weeks, they were more likely to 
then consider a longer clinical placement in a rural town where they may have not felt prepared to do 
so previously.  

Having the ability to work on a real world project from start to fruition also created a great deal of pride 
for the students. Instead of working on an assignment in academic isolation within their universities, 
students were required to work within the community to achieve the results needed for the project. 
Taking advice and guidance from a range sources within the community that would become the end 
users of the finished product.  

“Working on a community project enabled me to see and experience Whyalla and the Eyre 
Region in a different way than if I had come here as a tourist. I was able to meet members of 
the community, get feedback from them about the project I was working on and work with them 
to better understand their needs as related to my project. Working in this way with members of 
the community means that the project I was working on was not being created in academic 
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isolation, but it was a living and transitioning piece of work that was being influenced by 
members of the community as it was being created. 

The best part of this project is knowing that the completed product is actually going to be used 
in the real world and has real world application. It’s incredibly inspiring to be part of a project 
that makes an impact and a difference and that this difference can be seen by the community 
within the timeframe that the scholarship program was being run.” Elise Hutley-Summer 
Scholarship student 2015/16. 

The development of professional ‘soft skills’ such as making phone calls and writing emails in a 
professional manner was also a benefit that was initially underestimated by DRH staff but was found 
to be highly valued by students in increasing their confidence in becoming ‘work ready’. Developing 
resources and giving presentations outside of the university setting was seen as a great learning 
opportunity and one that the students felt would give them an added edge in their employment 
futures.  

There are key factors required to achieve this program in another rural location. A lead organisation to 
oversee the program and liaise with hosting organisations, universities and students is mandatory and 
could take the form of the local University Department of Rural Health, local volunteer organisation 
such as Rotary, local government etc. Students will require accommodation with the ability for 
students to live independently highly encouraged but not mandatory.  

Students were also supported through a one-off travel reimbursement up to the value of $150 
(calculated dependent on distance from home) and living allowances of $375 per week. The total cost 
(based on accommodation of $100 per week) calls for $2050 per student for the 4 week program. Any 
available additional funds could be used to pay for tours of the local region, presenters for additional 
training workshops, catering for the presentation night etc.  

Difficulties that arose in the initial group of Summer Scholarship students were quite minor. One issue 
raised by students was that during their first week of the project they felt they weren’t able to get as 
much work completed as they would have hoped for due to having to wait to meet with key people 
within the community; sometimes not being able to get in to see them for several days or even until 
the second week. Though this did provide frustration for students, in itself it was a valuable learning 
experience in gaining an understanding of how the workforce operates and taught patience and 
resourcefulness to the students who had to figure out how else to get the results they were after if 
they weren’t able to meet with certain people straight away. This issue has been partially sorted for 
the 2016/17 Summer Scholarship students where the co-hosting agencies were strongly encouraged 
to make contact with the students before they arrived, help them to set up meeting with key people 
early and give them any background work to do before they got to the agency so they could hit the 
ground running. However, at the end of the day there is only so much that can be done to speed up 
some of these processes, and so patience and resourcefulness are still taught to be a virtue.  

The other issue identified by the first group of Summer Scholarship students was that there was not 
enough formal communication between the students and their projects for them to identify the 
crossovers and overlaps between their various projects. There was one example where one student 
was able to organise a meeting with a local government employee whilst two other students who 
would have also benefitted from meeting with him were unable to make contact. If there had been 
greater awareness of each other’s projects they may have chosen to attend together which would 
have saved time not only for the students but also the council staff member. This was managed with 
the block 2 students by running a group brainstorming session during the first afternoon of the 
program about each of the students projects: what were they key outcomes and deliverables likely to 
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be, who were they likely to need to engage in the process, what resources were they likely to need 
etc. This made a significant difference in that students were able to share information and resources 
more readily as they had a better understanding of each other’s projects. 

The DRH Summer Scholarship program has so far seen some amazing results with this program. To 
date, 20 students have had the opportunity of a Scholarship place—representing all 3 South 
Australian Universities and a range of health degrees across medicine, nursing and allied health. 
From the initial 10 students in the 2015/16 Summer period, all expressed interest in further placement 
in rural locations with to date 5 having completed a rural clinical placement and 1 successfully gaining 
employment in a rural hospital.  

The resources that have been produced by the students have been implemented into the day to day 
workings of the host agencies and word has spread to Port Lincoln, a regional town 3 hours west of 
Whyalla who hosted their first DRH Community Summer Scholarship student in January 2017 with 
positive outcomes for the community.  

In conclusion, the Summer Scholarship program provides a win-win scenario for regional communities 
and university students studying health degrees. The students gain real-world project experience 
which will increase their employability post-studies whilst at the same time increasing their 
independence and learning more about living in a rural area. The communities also gain from this 
program through the projects that the students are able to complete in their time in the country. With 
the standard of the work being exceptionally high and on a topic that is of genuine interest to the host 
organization who then continues to implement it after the student has left. With some funding and 
support from the local community, I believe that this program is achievable for any country town 
looking to help improve the capacity of their workforce to deliver for the people of their community.  
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