
 

 

Young, female and looking to the future: Exploring the 

aspirations of adolescent girls in regional Tasmania 

 

by 

 

Cherie-Lynn Hawkins, BA 

 

Submitted in fulfilment 

of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Institute for Regional Development and School of Education 

University of Tasmania 

Cradle Coast Campus 

 

May, 2014 

 

 



  
   

 i

STATEMENT OF ORIGINALITY 

I declare that this thesis is my own work and has not been submitted in any form for 

another degree or diploma at any university or other institution of tertiary education. 

To the best of my knowledge and belief it contains no material previously published 

or written by another person except where due acknowledgement is made in the text 

of the thesis, nor does it contain any material that infringes copyright. 

 

Signature   

   Cherie-Lynn Hawkins 

 

Date   30th May, 2014 

 



  
   

 ii

STATEMENT OF AUTHORITY OF ACCESS 

 

This thesis may be made available for loan and limited copying and communication in 

accordance with the Copyright Act 1968. 

 

Signature   

   Cherie-Lynn Hawkins 

 

Date   30th May, 2014 

 



  
   

 iii

 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to firstly express my sincere gratitude to my primary supervisor, 

Associate Professor Robyn Eversole, who made this research possible. Robyn’s high 

level of commitment in providing constructive, timely feedback and mentoring over a 

period of four years has been paramount. I am indebted to Robyn for her guidance and 

support, and for her belief in my ability to do this research project. I would like to 

express my sincere gratitude to my secondary supervisor, Dr Sharon Pittaway, who 

has also guided me and provided support and feedback. Sharon’s encouragement to 

produce a well-researched and sophisticated thesis has motivated me to extend myself 

beyond what I thought I was capable of.  

I would like to express my thanks to Professor Janelle Allison for inspiring me 

initially, but also for supporting me and believing in me throughout the course of the 

study. I would like to acknowledge and thank Dr Susan Johns for her timely, much 

needed and generous support at a critical time in the final stages of the research 

journey. I would also like to thank Jane Emery, who did not hesitate to offer her 

assistance in copy-editing, at a time when time was closing in on me. 

Thank you to my friends, my family and the colleagues who have been there for me. 

Through listening, offering suggestions, and showing a genuine interest and care in 

my wellbeing, you have contributed to the production of this thesis. Thank you to my 

husband, Clayton, and my children, Ethan and Abbey, for bringing laughter and love 

into my life. I most certainly would not have been able to embrace this challenge and 

opportunity without your love and understanding. Thank you Clayton for the many 

conversations, for carrying me when I was overloaded with worry and doubt, and for 

being warm, generous and kind when the challenges tested our resilience.  

Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to the schools who supported this project 

and send a warm appreciation to all the girls, mothers and principals for their 

contributions. The thesis would not have been possible without your involvement and 

I am grateful for what you have brought to this study. I know that many of our 

conversations will stay in my mind forever, and this is something I look forward to. 



  
   

 iv

ABSTRACT 

This research explores the aspirations of adolescent girls living in rural and remote 

areas of the Cradle Coast region of Tasmania. Based on ethnographic interviews and 

life history portraits, the thesis demonstrates that rural girls have multiple aspirations 

for school, work, parenthood, relationships, travel and lifestyle, as well as affective 

aspirations such as those for happiness, success, independence and balance. This 

thesis demonstrates how these aspirations, and the capacity to fulfil them, are shaped 

by the girls’ cultural worlds. The study is part of an emerging body of work that 

recognises the importance of culture in understanding adolescent aspirations. It 

generates new conclusions about how and why culture matters by exploring the 

impact of the socio-cultural context on a broader range of adolescent aspirations than 

most other existing studies. Few existing studies take a culturally contextualised 

approach to exploring various aspirations in connection with one another. There are 

even fewer studies that do so with an adolescent, rural, female cohort. Through taking 

an ethnographic approach, this research is able to show how many cultural factors are 

interwoven with other factors and how this impacts on adolescent life aspirations and 

the associated educational and career decision-making. In doing so, this study 

contributes new insights into how culture and ‘cultural capacities’ create educational, 

social and/or rural disadvantage. For example, it highlights how aspects of culture 

such as community and family traditions, expectations, norms and values shape 

‘capacity’ and how this may then influence participation in higher education and 

educational outcomes. These insights are particularly relevant for policy makers 

concerned with how to widen participation in higher education and how to address 

access barriers to education, particularly for disadvantaged groups. The findings from 
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this study are also relevant for education providers and practitioners in terms of 

engaging adolescents who are traditionally under-represented in education, including 

those from rural and regional locations. The study uses detailed life history portraits 

and thematic analysis of rural girls’ shared aspirations and influences to illustrate how 

and why culture matters. These portraits are constructed from personal stories 

collected during in-depth interviews and they include in-context cultural descriptions 

and the girls’ own thoughts and feelings regarding their many aspirations. The 

thematic analysis of the personal stories collected provides for additional 

understanding of the impact of the socio-cultural context by identifying the girls’ 

shared aspirations and influences. Largely through its approach, this study generates 

new conclusions about how the aspirations of rural adolescent girls are culturally 

constructed and how this impacts on school and work decision-making. 
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