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Executive Summary 

Regional people participate in higher education at half the rate of metropolitan Australians (Halsey, 

2018; Commonwealth of Australia, 2019; Productivity Commission 2019). The mission of the 

Country Universities Centre (CUC) program is to address under-representation of regional
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KPI Performance to date 

• University partnerships are a source of CUC external 

income. 

• Key University partnerships of NSW CUCs include 

Central Queensland University, Charles Sturt 

University, Southern Cross University, University of 

New England, among others. 

3.3 Positive endorsement of the 

CUC model from a range of 

stakeholders. 

CUCs engage with and are viewed positively by local 

communities and other stakeholders. 

• CUCs have strong approval ratings from CUC clients 

(students), as evidenced in CUC annual student 

satisfaction surveys. This evaluation also found 

evidence of high levels of student satisfaction, with 

students attributing study and employment success to 

the crucial support provided by the CUC. 
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KPI Performance to date 

• The CUC occupies
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compared with the NSW averages (females 50.6%; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 

3.4%).  

Recommendations: 

1. CUC Alumni surveys could be carried out annually for former CUC students, two years after 

their last registration with the CUC, to track outcomes. This would include course completers and 

non-completers. Consideration needs to be given to maximise response rates, such as offering 

incentives/a prize draw.  

2. CUCs 
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Recommendations: 

None for this section. 

RQ3: Are the CUCs promoting themselves effectively in the local community, and the broader 

region, to ensure students know about what the CUC offers, and engage with it? 

• CUCs seem relatively well-known in local communities. Having a prominent position on a 

main street helps. 

• Word-of-mouth is a key way in which CUCs attract new students (students tell their friends 

and family). 

• Centres carry out a range of engagement strategies, primarily through community 

consultation, advertising, and outreach programs.  

• First-time student numbers are increasing across all CUCs over the past five years, 

demonstrating effective promotion. 

• While some CUCs have strong university partnerships, they would benefit from university 

promotion in general universities to raise awareness of the CUCs. 

• Peer support is also an important part of the CUC experience. 

Recommendations: 

7.  Explanatory text should accompany the CUC logo/branding wherever possible, so that its 

function is clearly signaled to the public. Some mistake the CUC for a private college or a 

university. Acknowledgement of federal and state government funding may also be appropriate. 

8.  Universities should promote CUCs to their students at roadshows, careers days, Open Days, 

during O-Week, through marketing materials, and in other ways, for example using student 

address data to alert rural and regional students of the CUCsô existence (in partnership with CUC 

Central). 

RQ4: What is the CUC business model and is it sustainable over the long term?  

• The CUC business model is to use funds to support rural and regional students 
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• While some efficiencies could be introduced across the network, including centralised 
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• Far West (Broken Hill) 

• Clarence Valley (Grafton) 

• North West (Narrabri and Moree)  

• Western Riverina (Griffith and Leeton)  

• Parkes (Parkes) 

• Macleay Valley (Kempsey) 

• Southern Shoalhaven (Ulladulla) 

• Cowra (Cowra) 

Note: Mudgee was not included as it will not open until later in 2024. 

Stakeholders who participated included: CUC Central staff, CUCs staff and Board members, 

current and former CUC students, elected representatives, local council staff, employers, industry, 

non-for-profits organisations, schools, and the health sector. 
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• Local government (including local councils, local Federal and State MPs); 

• Other key stakeholders including representatives from the Department and CUC Central 

agency; 

• Local employers (including health, education, local government, and the industrial sector). 

This data was gathered during a series of site visits to ten CUCs 
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Table 4 Total sample sizes, interviews and focus groups 
 

Target 

samples 

Goulburn Snowy-

Monaro 

(Cooma) 

CUC 

Central 

Far 

West 

(Broken 

Hill) 

Clarence 

Valley 

(Grafton) 

Macleay 

Valley 
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2.5.3 Program and other quantitative data 

CUC program - report data  

These consisted of: 

• CUC bi-annal reports to the NSW Department of Education 

• CUC Annual Reports and Audited Financial Reports (CUC Central and individual CUCs) 

• Other data on request (CUC Central provided additional tailored data). 

ABS and RUC data  

Sources of report data include:  

• Census 2021 ABS  

• RUSH core statistics, which include demographic information for each of the CUC regions 

• The Commonwealthôs evaluation of the Regional University Centre (RUC) program.   

Financial and operational data  

Sources of report data include:  

• CUC individual Centre budgets (profit and loss statements) 

• Other sources including:  

o 
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2.7 Limitations  

CUCôs financial accounting, while mainly standardised, did contain variations on how income and 

expenditure was reported, making financial analysis more laborious than it needed to be (see the 

recommendation on this). 

The CUC Alumni survey contained about 49 responses, however none were from former CUC 

students who did not complete their course of study. This a data gap, and CUCs also have little to 

no data on non-completers (see also the recommendation on this). 

In addition, the terms of reference were open to interpretation. The term ófinancial sustainabilityô 

could be interpreted in several ways, however there seemed to be an implicit assumption by the 

funder that recurrent funding was not ideal. The term óbusiness modelô, while used generically in 

the public service, arguably should not be a term applied to what is in essence a student support 

service designed to overcome under-representation of rural and regional people in higher 

education. Further, CUCs are not óbusinessesô per se as they donôt sell services or products. 

2.8 Reporting and dissemination 

The research team supports disseminating its research and evaluation in forms that are useful for 

the interested audiences. The research team recommends the Department feed key messages 

from the evaluation reports back to key stakeholders (Commonwealth and NSW Government 

stakeholders, including relevant Ministers, MPs, and MLAs), CUC Central and 
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3. Findings 

3.1 Are CUCs successfully supporting regional students to meet their higher 
education goals? 

Yes, CUCs are supporting rural and regional students to meet their higher education goals.  

Data from Semester 2, 2023 which contains all students to date, indicates that:  

• CUCs in NSW have supported over 4678 students (2019-2023) 

• A total of 560 people in NSW have graduated with CUC support over the past 5 years 

(2019-2023). 

• 97% of students are rural or remote classification (1253 rural, 175 remote as of October 

2023) (CUC, 2023b) 
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The table below indicates numbers of students (new registrations) by the year they first joined the 

CUC and the cumulative count. Far West had the highest cumulative number at 709, while Cowra 

as a new centre, as expected had the smallest number at 47.  

Table 5 CUC new student registrations, per year, per centre (2019-2023) 

 

  2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 Total 2019-2023 

CUC Clarence 
Valley 

49 201 114 82 189 635 

CUC Cowra 
Region 
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Figure 1 CUCs trends – new student registrations 2019-2023 

 

 
Source: CUC student data 2019- 2023 
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Table 7 below indicates 
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https://www.dese.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/completion-rates-higher-education-students-cohort-analysis-20052020
https://www.dese.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/completion-rates-higher-education-students-cohort-analysis-20052020
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The preponderance of female versus male students is because more women work part-time and 
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• CUCs facilitated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people undertaking higher education 

(9% of CUC students identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander). 

• CUCs facilitated migrants upgrading their education/degrees.  

The quantitative and qualitative data reflect the diversity and inclusivity of students in the CUC 

centres. Students vary by demography and institution. Registrations include a range of ages (16-76 

years of age in one centre), genders, socio-economic status, tertiary institutions, areas of study, 

levels of course, part-time/full-time and year level of study. Additionally, some students are the 

first/eldest in their family to pursue higher education, some have a disability, and some identify as 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander.  

CUCs support inclusivity and cultural safety by making centres accessible and welcoming a 

diverse range of students.  

Weôre open for anyone. Like, thereôs no discrimination. If anyone wants to come and learn, 
you know, and they need a space to be able to do that in a safe environment, a safe 
learning environment that caters to their every need, then this is the place. So, you know, if 
we identify that thereôs a certain group that needs ï theyôve got a type of barrier, then weôre 
all about trying to fill that need for them. The students are number one. Thatôs what weôre 
here for, for them. (Board member 8) 

Far West CUC was trying innovative ways of engaging with local communities including Aboriginal 
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Figure 3 New student registrations, 2019-2023 

 

 
 
Source: CUC student data 2019- 2023 

 

3.1.8 Student completion rates  

CUC Central has provided data on graduation numbers by centre by year.  As Table 9 below 

indicates, CUCs have collectively supported 560 graduates to December 2023. Snowy-Monaro, 

having been established earlier than the others in 2013, leads with
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3.1.9 Range of courses and institutions  

Using October 2023 student data as a ósnapshotô, the Table below indicates the types of study 

being undertaken by CUC clients (students). Overall, 80% of students were enrolled in universities 

including public universities, private universities, private colleges/academies/institutes. However, 

CUCs (despite their name, óuniversityô centresô) were also supporting 89 high school students (6%) 

and 100 Vocational Education and Training students (7%). 

Table 



UNSW Social Policy Research Centre 2024  40 



UNSW Social Policy Research Centre 2024  41 

3.1.11 Student support 

CUC students overwhelmingly expressed feeling supported and were happy with the CUC 

facilities.  

• High-speed and reliable internet, dual screen computers, and human support from centre 
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environment.  Theyôve really brought that to study which I think is probably the biggest thing 

when we look at the facility.  Then the next level is the access to computers, the resources 

that theyôve got down there, computers, printing, internet are all right there at your 

fingertips.  Theyôve created a really nice flow (Student 2) 

3.1.12 Post-graduation employment and location  

Graduate data indicates that the vast majority stay local and work locally. Most are female and 
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Table 16 What is your current main occupation? 

# Answer % Count 

8 Teaching 28.89% 13 

9 Nursing 8.89% 4 

10 Allied Health (e.g. Occupational therapy, Podiatry, etc.) 4.44% 2 

11 Psychology 2.22% 1 

12 Local Council - please indicate what role (e.g. planner, etc): 6.67% 3 

13 Social work 0.00% 0 

14 Law 2.22% 1 

15 Legal (clerk etc) 0.00% 0 

16 
NSW or Commonwealth Government agencies - please indicate what role (e.g. ranger, child 

protection officer, etc): 
0.00% 0 

17 Accountancy 2.22% 1 

18 Unemployed/job seeking 2.22% 1 

19 Retired/not in labour force 0.00% 0 

20 Transport 0.00% 0 

21 My own business - please indicate what type of business: 11.11% 5 

22 Hospitality 0.00% 0 

23 Media 0.00% 0 

24 Art and Design 2.22% 1 

25 Mining 2.22% 1 

26 Childcare 2.22% 1 

27 Other - specify here: 24.44% 11 

 Total 100% 45 
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Employers were consulted via online focus groups.  

I think about the whole regional development narrative of actually providing a pipeline of 

skilled labour, and I don't like that word labour, but skilled people that are able to engage in 

the spaces and employment that's necessary for the growth and continued flourishing of our 

region. (Manager) 

The skill shortages, recruitment difficulties, and the benefits of CUCs upskilling local engineers, 

and labourers, are summarised by one participant: 

So, we find each area relatively different, but it is still very hard and everybody's competing 
for the same labour pool market...Everybody's just basically changing over staff, you know, 
so there's obviously other options of bringing labour in, but looking at upskilling kids or 
providing scholarships and trying to make and look at other mechanisms for talent. 
(Employer) 

 

3.1.13 Study facilitators and barriers  

Students registered with CUCs mentioned various facilitators and barriers while studying. 

Facilitators 

As of November 2023, facilitators included: 

• The CUC spaces, which provided modern and well-equipped study facilities (including high-

speed internet access), and a space where students could focus on their studies (away 

from places of work and family responsibilities).   

• Cost and location effectiveness ï there is no cost to students, and they do not have to 

leave their town/region to pursue higher education. 

• Support from centre staff including Learning Skills Advisors (LSA). 

• A space to meet like-minded peers from the community and to share the studying 

experience. 

• Operational for extended hours and during university holidays. 

The CUC Alumni survey asked students if they accessed the Learning Skills Advisor and whether 

they found them helpful. Of 36 responses to the questions on this, 78% indicated that they 

accessed the LSA support and of these, 78.5% said they found this very helpful. 

The factors that facilitate CUC The fac744 206.78 Tm
0 g
0 G
[(ou)3(nd)3( )6(t)-
1 0 0 1 216.89
0er 

minded peers
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I think maybe the barriers of doing university especially straight after school for people is 

thinking they have to move away because, you know, that's really overwhelming for people. 

Especially young kids - theyôre farm kids andé they have to suddenly up and moveé how 

can they afford to move and live in Canberra?... or then the other option is Sydney and 

that's just as bad really. So, bringing more universities to regional areas makes it more 

affordable as well. (Student 11) 
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• CUC centre managers are responsible for organisational management incorporating 

financial management and reporting to stakeholders, student and community engagement, 

student registration and support, university liaison, and facilities management.  

• The managers are supported in their core business by regular meetings with Central and 

frequent collaboration with other centres.  

A frequently identified barrier to their work, however, is the time pressures associated with the 

multifaceted nature of the role which also includes financial management, networking in the 

community, advertising, procurement, fundraising as well as supporting students. 

Managersô tasks include centre management, compliance, facilities management, financial 

management, community outreach, marketing, student support and onboarding, recruitment/job 

agency/workforce pipeline as well as Board and financial reporting. All of these tasks challenge the 

CUC staffôs time management and provide overall sense that CUC staff are highly skilled and 

versatile although they find it difficult to perform all of these roles with the current staffing 

limitations/arrangements. 

With that thin staffing ï because centre managers have to be ójack of all tradesô; they have 

to support students, engage with their communities, manage and run a facility, you know, a 

whole range of different skill sets; financial management, reporting to stakeholders. (CUC 

Central Staff) 

Itôs a huge amount, yeah. Yeah. We both do a lot. Weôre both doing lots and lots of roles, 

yeah. (CUC Staff) 

3.2.2 Administrative efficiencies  

CUC Central performed an important co-ordination role with universities and high levels with 

government. At the local level, some functions may be more efficiently performed locally, for 

example some trades and services. 

• Every centre has its own needs with different contexts and requirements.  

• Centres collaborate, such as where the demographics or needs are similar.  

• Procurement and bulk purchase where possible were identified as the primary areas of 

efficiencies which can be streamlined across centres. For centres with high utility costs, 

investigation of investment in solar (photovoltaic panel installation) may be considered by 

Boards. 

• It is noted that insurance and human resources support have been centralised.  

• However typically insurance, legal, accounting costs are only about 1% each of total CUC 

budgets. 

• Financial accounting, including audited reports could be much more standardised. CUC 

reporting to NSW and Commonwealth could be harmonised also. 
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The stakeholders recognise that every centre has its own needs with different contexts and 

requirements. Nonetheless, CUC Central and the university evaluators believe that there may be 

some operational efficiencies that can be leveraged across the centres to reduce costs, in 

particular equipment purchase and utilities. 

Procurement and resourcing are identified as the primary areas of efficiencies which can be 

streamlined across centres. CUC Central oversee some of these issues while there is scope to 

further streamline administration via Central and across the network. Insurance and HR have 

become more centralised, but this participant commented:  

There are services essential to every CUC (i.e., insurance, IT, internet, electricity) and it is 

incredibly inefficient that all the Centres have to negotiate independent contracts with these 

providers. As part of our affiliation fee, Central should negotiate contracts as a preferred 

supplier arrangement, still allowing a CUC to remain independent if they wish, but if a 

Centre chooses to use CUC's preferred supplier, it would not only reduce time spent 

negotiating these contracts, but it would also reduce the cost of the items because we 

would be getting bulk discounts from the supplier. (Comment from Managers and 

Treasurers survey, 2022) 

Further centralisation of costs and liabilities is outlined in section 3.5. 

Whilst performing financial analysis for this report, the evaluators found discrepancies in financial 

statements including audited reports, which meant having to retrieve financial details from 

Managers and treasurers, as audited reports sometimes did not include the same line items, or 

amalgamated line items, or simply left them out, or created new categories. This made it hard to 

compare CUCsô incomes and expenditures in the first instance. Further CUCs have to report 

differently to the Commonwealth and NSW. There are administrative efficiencies that could be 

made by adoption of standardised financial reporting templates including for auditor use at end of 

financial year. 

3.3 Are the CUCs promoting themselves effectively in the local community, and 
the broader region, to ensure students know about what the CUC offers, and 
engage with it? 

3.3.1 CUC community promotion  

Yes, centres are promoting themselves effectively in the local community, and the broader region, 

to ensure students know about what the CUC offers, and engage with it. A variety of strategies 

were used to promote CUCs to their local communities. 

• The prominence of the CUC centres in communities varied, but most were well-located in 

the centre of town. 

• Social media, traditional advertising, and community events promoted CUCs to their local 

communities.  

• Word of mouth was a key way community members found out about and entered CUCs. 

• Career and education showcases and roadshows, and school visits, promote the centres to 

local students and families.  
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A variety of strategies are used to promote CUCs to their local communities. The Board members, 

staff, and students cast a wide net to spread the word about their presence and purpose in the 

community. There are ad hoc interactions, such as conversations with staff in the street and 

community volunteering at the centres. 
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with coordinators of health/allied health student placements and indirectly with Grafton and 

Maclean hospitals through its students. 

A student commented of the Far West CUC: 

I think theyôre definitely growing their footprint and also understanding the service through 

the work they do through the schools and then also in community for the industries and then 

their engagement strategies are quite good at the moment because theyôre stepping it up. 

(Student 2) 

One of the Centre managers summarised the challenge of public misconceptions: 

The next challenge I've identified for us is really expressing what it is we do.  People know 

that we are here, and I think that there's increasing community understanding of what we 

do, but that I think is the next thing that we'll be focusing on is explaining what we do. 

(Manager) 

3.3.3 Engagement plans  

Each of the CUC centres carries out engagement plans, with the involvement of their Boards, staff, 

and students. In particular, the establishment of centres involved local communities through focus 

groups, consultation nights, and information sessions. 
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• Other students gain entry into universities and CUCs through having vocational 

qualifications. 

Word of mouth and drop-ins are frequently reported by interviewees as making the biggest 

difference to their reputation and registrations. Additionally, in Cooma a local high school held staff 

meetings in the CUC for teachers to see the facility and talk about it to their students. Through 

these avenues, CUC students hear about the program and enrol. 

We constantly find when students say how they've learnt about the CUC - 90 per cent of it 

is word of mouth (Staff 14) 

Iôm working hardéIôve blown my media budget this year already, but weôve ï local paper, 

radio this year, we have our social media ï Facebook, Instagram ï getting into the schools, 

now, talking to those key people in the schools. (Staff 1) 

One student related researching the CUC centre before moving to a CUC region: 

I researched, so I work for a company Regional Development Australia, and we had a study 

hub of our own and that was in South Australia...So while I was there I decided to do a little 

bit of a scout and study on other CUC centres and just find out what's best practise and 

what's working for centres and what are some cool things that they're all doing and 

engaging inéSo I actually had researched the CUC Centre before I moved here. (Student) 

To improve pathways for young people going to university, centre staff consult with schools and 

students. They seek to identify ñwhatôs stopping young people going to university, and how we can 

help with some kind of programò (Staff 4). This points the way for stakeholders to create and 

improve links between high school and the CUC program. CUC student data indicated that at 

October 2023, 89 high school students were using the centres, along with 86 TAFE students ï not 

to mention a multitude of people studying at non-University institutions including private colleges, 

professional boards, etc. 

3.3.5 Knowledge and promotion of local CUC in high schools 

The CUCs are becoming more well known to schools, through the school careersô advisors, 

teachers, and principals.  

• High school students are increasingly registering in CUCs (89 in October 2023) and using 

CUC spaces or attending workshops and training programs. 
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Working with the schools has definitely helped because then the kids go home and tell the 

parents and then, you know, if they take a little information brochure home or whatever. 

(Board member 10) 

We recognise that recent school leaver is an area of growth for us; itôs just that we havenôt 

been able to get into schools as much as we would have liked. (Staff 4) 

I thinké there could be more inclusion with high school students and TAFE kids definitely. 

(Student 12) 

One school leader who is also a Board member told us she actively recruited new teachers from 

CUC alumni: 

So, the ways that it's beneficial for us is I get to see the students who are lining upéThey 

do their practicum, we nurture them a little bit, they become part of our community, we invite 

them to other professional learning. And then when they graduate...I have a job for them! 

(Board member 9). 

3.3.6 
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• Elected representatives hoped CUCs graduates would fill skill shortages for professionals, 

including GPs and nursing staff.  

• A number of students were studying allied health courses, like occupational therapy, as 

they knew these skills were in short supply.  

Two local Councillors and two Members of Parliament interviewed for this evaluation were very 

supportive of the CUCôs purpose and contribution to the regional economy and vital services. The 

CUC was seen by one local MP as important because it gave locals the opportunity ñto do those 

extra studies or studies that arenôt able to go to a big city or universityò (Elected representative). 

She continued: 

I think one of the challenges for a lot of businesses is actually getting that skill set. I think 

like anything if you train people in the area thereôs a possibility that they might stay in the 
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the leading advocate and model for widening participation in regional Australia and supporting 

regional students to succeed.  

3.3.10   Relationships with universities and other educational institutions 

CUCs promote studying higher education, through the Federal Regional University Study Hubs 

program, and share a common aspiration to bolster regional education and retention. They support 

students undertaking a wide range of courses in universities (domestic and international) and other 

educational institutions.  

• Snowy-Monaro CUC received funding to conduct a portion of phase 1 of the Regional 

Partnerships Project Pool 

• CUCs negotiated an allocation of the Commonwealth Supported Places (CSPs) with some 

universities, based on the number of students who utilise the CUC (CUC Financial 
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The other main source of income is from university partnerships where we kind of get a 

payment that's based on the number of students that are completing degrees at the partner 

universities. But that's not really a big source of income compared to the other funding 

sources. (Board member 10) 

 

By 2023, however, some CUCs had expanded their university partnership payments significantly. 

3.4.6 Funding constraints impact on services  

There were no critical funding constraints reported by any services, but Mangers reported being 

very budget-conscious. 

While many costs are fixed, funding formulas may need to respond to cost of living pressures, 

especially in high-cost areas like, for example, Ulladulla (Southern Shoalhaven CUC) where 

commercial rents are higher than some of the inland areas where CUCs are located. While 

Macleay Valley CUC has a prominent position in a shopping mall in Kempsey, it is paying a 

relatively high rent. Utility costs are also on the rise and predicted to increase in 2023-2024 and are 

not an insignificant cost to CUCs. 

We asked about cost stressors via a survey, asking managers and treasurers to name the ótop 

threeô for their centre. Rent, wages, computer/internet/IT support and electricity costs were the 

notable cost stressors, as depicted in Table 29 below. 
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Therefore, the key question for Government is 
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CUCs also afford opportunities for networking and social capital creation, as students meet each 

other and through the CUC encounter local businesses via the work of the managers and board 

members. 

A broader benefit is creating better and more diversified local communities with a mix of education 

levels and skills, meaning more residents may want to stay if they have education, training and 

career transition opportunities. With better paid work comes higher incomes that have multiplier 

effects for a town, including spending on goods and services. Thriving regional communities with 

diversified economies attract new residents who perceive not only the lower cost of living but the 

growing vibrancy of the region. Further, retirees looking to relocate value regions with high-quality 

and accessible medical and allied health services. 

The counterfactual is that without CUCs, the high cost of gaining similar education in major cities is 

a hurdle blocking the aspirations of many local student candidates. These are costs to the 

individual who must either pay many thousands of dollars in living costs having to relocate to a 

university town or city, or, if they cannot move to access higher education, stay on a lower income. 

While it is true students can study online, lack of reliable internet and no support can increase the 

rate of drop-out (which is what the current data tells us about rural and regional students). 

Universities typically put more resources to educating low-SES students. A study by Devlin et al. 

(2022) used a mixed-methods approach to determine the costs and issues relating to supporting 

low SES students in higher education. Using a costing methodology relating to several factors 

including building aspirations, having multiple campuses and supporting students with complex 

needs, Devlin et al.ôs undergraduate analysis suggests the average annual cost of a low SES 

undergraduate student full-time enrolment was AUD $109,430 compared with the average cost for 
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3.4.20 Centre location selection 

Centre selection was based on criteria such as population size and distance to the nearest 

university campus. 

 

• CUCs are located in areas that fit criteria with some communities being deemed too small 

to host. 

• The Commonwealth currently (December 2023) 
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Figure 8 Components of choosing new centres - Office of Regional Economic Development analysis 
of potential CUC sites, 2017 

 

 
 

        Source: Office of Regional Economic Development, 2019. 

 

The major NSW regional towns were selected as suitable locations for CUCs based on key 

considerations:  

• (1) distance from the closest university7; (2) population size and demographic data 

indicating educational disadvantage compared with regions/NSW; (3) local support and 

advocacy including local government and business representatives, and (4) cost per 

student (Office of Regional Development analysis, above). 

• CUCs were established where there were relatively large, disadvantaged populations, lower 

than average tertiary education attainment, comparatively high unemployment rates 

(including youth unemployment), substantial Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

populations, and high median ages which reflects a migration of youth to metropolitan 

areas. 

• CUCs are strategically located where there are current and future skill requirements and 

where there is a shortfall of labour needed to deliver key services, especially healthcare 

professionals (RAI, 2022). 

• CUC positioning 
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campuses. Broken Hill (Far West CUC) is the most remote, however several CUCs are about an 

hoursô drive to universities (Southern Shoalhaven, Goulburn, Clarence Valley, Macleay Valley). 

Despite the possibility of commuting, it is clear students prefer the range of opportunities offered by 

remote learning and online courses now available across Australia and use the CUC as a study 

space to access a plethora of courses, rather than opting to commute to the closest university in 

their regions.  

 

Table 19 CUC distance to nearest university campus 

CUC Nearest Universities Kilometres 
Approximate drive time 

(closest to longest) 

Southern Shoalhaven 

University of Wollongong 

- Nowra and Batemans 

Bay satellite campuses 

64 km (Nowra). 

55 km (Batemans Bay 

54 mins (Nowra) 

46 mins (Batemans Bay) 

Goulburn 

Australian National 

University or University 

of Canberra 

89 km 1 hour 2 mins 

Clarence Valley 
Southern Cross 

University, Coffs Harbour 
89km 1 hour 3 mins 

Macleay Valley 
Southern Cross 

University, Coffs Harbour 
107kms 1 hour 8 mins 

Cowra 
Charles Sturt University 

(Orange Campus) 

105km 

 

 

 

1 hour 18 mins  

Parkes 
Charles Sturt University 
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3.5   Major learnings, strengths, and areas for improvement  

The CUCs are serving their communities well, but there is room for improvement. 

3.5.1 Use of grant funding (responsible, effective, and efficient) 

The evaluators do not have any evidence that there is wastage or inappropriately inefficient use of 

funds. 

• CUCs managers and treasurers claim to run a ótight shipô 

• Costs of services, while showing variance, are not excessive for common business 

services. 

• There are major variations in costs of óbig ticketô items like computers/internet, rent and 

electricity and gas. 

More could be done to manage life cycle capital item replacement and try to leverage savings 

through, for example bulk purchase/discount deals with suppliers. CUC Central has a role to play 
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• Financial sustainability should be seen in a broader sense as having more regional 

graduates in regional NSW helps the NSW Government, the communities as well as the 

individuals who graduate. 

CUCs contribute to essential services and regional development. In our estimation, government 

should be the main funder as it directly employs about 55% of CUC graduates through its agencies 

(especially NSW Health and the NSW DoE). While CUCs can fundraise and create other revenue 

streams (and do), this cannot be relied on as the major income source and nor will it be regular 

enough to create funding certainty in the long-term. If government wished to secure ongoing and 

regular funding from the private sector then it would need to mandate this via developer 

contributions on, for example, new business parks such as the SAPs, or as a levy on businesses 

that require a tertiary-educated workforce. 

3.5.4 Additional outcomes (positive or negative) beyond the program 
KPIs; contribution to regional education development and 
communities 

The additional outcomes of the program include community development, stabilising the 

population, giving back to the region and to country, and becoming a source of recruitment for 

employers and employees requiring tertiary-educated people.  

 

• CUCs value-add to towns by better providing for community needs by educating locals for 

professions. 

• A range of non-university students use CUCs (including city-based students on placements, 

high school students and TAFE students) so they act more like óeducation hubsô than 

óuniversity centresô. 

• CUCs can be seen as part of the óregional renaissanceô in Australia, driven by more remote 

working and cost of living in cities. 

Students expressed a strong sense of belonging, connection, and peer support in the CUC 

communities.  

 

An unanticipated outcome is the use of CUCs by a range of people studying including high school 

students, TAFE students and metropolitan students (medical/allied health, social work) on 

placement in regional areas.  

 

The program has seen a cumulative 3598 students register in NSW CUCs since 2013 (CUC 

Central, pers. comm., 2023), which has created opportunities for residents to remain in their 

communities and be successful. The presence of the CUCs have supported increased university 

enrolments and prevented youth from moving away to go to university. It has also provided 

opportunities for professionals, partners, and families to relocate to the area, thereby sustaining 

regional centres and improving their liveability. As a local government staff member said, ñThatôs 

why we as a Council wanted to support the establishment of it. Because itôs just another string in 

the bow that adds to the liveability of the placeò (Board member). Moreover, the centres have 

become a pipeline for jobs in crucial fields such as education, health, and local government. 
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As Table 34 indicates, 31% said it was easy to get their current job, which would indicate labour 

shortages ï however, most (63%) said óneither easy or hardô. However, only 4% said it was óhardô 

to get a job in their occupation.  

Table 20 Was it easy or hard to get your current job? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Easy - there are a lot of job vacancies and a lack of qualified applicants for my occupation 31.82% 14 

2 Neither easy or hard 63.64% 28 

3 Hard - there is a lot of applicants and competition for positions for my occupation 4.55% 2 

 Total 100% 44 

 
Source: CUC Alumni survey. 

As Table 35 below shows, about three-quarters (74%) said they were aware of labour shortages in 

their area. Only 4.6 % said they were not aware of labour shortages. 

Table 21 Are you aware of labour shortages in your current location? 

 Answer % Count 

1 Yes - for the following occupations: 74.42% 32 

2 Not sure 20.93% 9 

3 No 4.65% 2 

 Total 100% 43 

Source: CUC Alumni survey. 

When asked to name what occupations were experiencing staff shortages, many said óteachingô, 

followed by a variety of health occupations ï nurses, specialists nurses, GPs, psychiatrists, 

psychologists, mental health support workers, health management. Others simply said óallô or just 

about everythingô. 

As shown elsewhere, and evident in CUC statistics, many students study for occupations that are 

essential and public service-oriented like teaching or nursing. The CUC alumni were asked about 

how they saw their chosen occupation in a series of Likert scale questions, shown in the table 

below. On a scale of 1-100, there were high scores for feeling like an essential service worker (71 

points), helping others (88.7 points) and being valued by the community (75 points), as well as 

feelings of community service. There was also high agreement that their work benefited the public 

sector 76.9 points) and the private sector too (71 points).   
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Table 22 Your occupation: to what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 

# Field 
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4. Conclusion  

CUCs help educate people who would likely struggle to engage in and complete university study 

without some form of support. CUCs, therefore, are likely supporting the graduation of students 

who would otherwise have not studied if it were not for the existence of the CUC. While the 

proportion who would have undertaken study in the absence of these centres is unknowable, a 

consistent message from the students to whom we spoke was that without the CUCôs support, they 

would not have been able to do it.  

CUCs allow for community-based, low cost-of-living for students. As noted in the report, when a 

student moves to a regional centre or city for a period of three years or more, their rental costs are 

significant, and they may not return to their point of origin. This is assuming that students can or 

want to move; many of the students we spoke to were committed to living in their hometown/area 

because of family, caring, work, or other personal reasons. 

Moreover, CUCs are incredibly important for equity. This has been acknowledged in the awarding 

of funding by the federal government following the Universities Accord Interim Report 2023. CUCs, 

like other RUSHs, offer opportunities for community outreach that universities, and to a lesser 

extent VET colleges, cannot achieve. Being able to access facilities that are proximal, familiar, and 

communal is helping students who have primarily chosen distance modes of study, to access the 

kinds of services and supports that would otherwise be inaccessible because of distance, thus 

helping to retain enrolled students.  

Many of the students that CUCs support have intersecting educational disadvantage that create 

acute challenges for engaging with higher education. In addition to living in regional, rural, or 

remote NSW, other factors include: 

• Gender: a high proportion of CUC students are women (79%), some mature-aged who 

have returned to education. Many of these women have caring responsibilities that 

meaningfully impact on their capacity to concentrate at home and make relocation 

impossible. 

• First Nations heritage: a significant proportion of CUC students are Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islanders (9%), who experience some of the most profound educational disadvantage 

in Australia. In most CUCs, the registration proportion of First Nations students are equal to 

or in excess of the proportion in the surrounding population, indicating that they are 

attracting Indigenous people into higher education and allowing them to stay on Country. 

• Low income: In addition to being able to speak to knowledgeable CUC staff who can act as 

education brokers and advocates, being able to access a centrally-located facility that has 

free super-fast Wi-Fi, printing facilities, and food and drink removes financial barriers to 

participating in university education. 

• Many students fall into more than one of the groups listed.  

CUCs also respond to many of the intersecting educational challenges that students in country 

NSW face, such as remoteness, poor connectivity, a lack of informed support and advocacy, 
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by providing quiet and safe spaces seven days per week from morning to night, free food and 

drink, dedicated support staff, and facilitating a network of students within a local community. 
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from business, then the current ad hoc approach needs to be recognised as imperfect and 

irregular. Government could seek to levy businesses that benefit from a ready source of local 

graduates via seeking a mandated contribution as part of, for example, seeking development 

consent for new business parks or SAPs, or through some other general levy mechanism. Not all 

regional industries require university graduates so a university levy on óbusinessô may not be 

appropriate for some sectors that are likely benefit less than others. CUCs running costs exhibit 

variations 
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j. Do the CUC clients (students) feel supported 

and resourced? What resources are available to 

them (and what is missing), and how engaged 

in the Centre do they feel? 

k. Following graduation, do CUC students remain 

and pursue a career in their local community? 

l. What are the facilitators and barriers for CUC 

clients (students) to staying enrolled and 

completing a degree or certificate?  
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i. registration/becoming a CUC centre 

student 

ii. forms/paperwork 

iii. systems (ITS, software, 
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d. Have any additional outcomes (positive or negative) 

been produced (beyond the program KPIs)? Has 

the program contributed to regional education, 

regional development and regional communities? 

 

 

• local levels of 

government (local 

council, State and 

Federal MPs) 
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Appendix B   Datasets  

 Table 24 Datasets and variables 

Dataset Data Variables 

RUC core statistics Population Detailed population statistics for each CUC 

area (NSW) 
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• Aggregate cost of the program and 

costs per centre  

• Physical infrastructure (office rents, 

running costs), staffing levels, other 

costs (travel allowances, equipment, 

etc)   

• Cost per CUC student (staff to 

student ratios)   

• Administrative or other drags 

(inefficient systems or costs causing 

suboptimal use of resources) 

• Potential savings sources (via 

efficiencies) 
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Appendix C   Employment categories and 
incentives offered for relocation to regional 
and rural areas 

  
Published 11/8/23 ñThe NSW Government is doubling the incentives offered to healthcare 

workers to relocate to remote and rural areas, from $10,000 to $20,000 as part of its commitment 

to attract and retain more skilled staff in hard to fill and critical roles in regional and rural 

areaséIncentive packages include a range of additional benefits including 

https://rurallap.com.au/aged-care/relocation-incentives/
https://rdafarwestnsw.org.au/nsw-regional-skills-relocation-grant/


UNSW Social Policy Research Centre 2024  93 

Appendix D   CUC Managers’ and 
Treasurers’ Survey 

 

Default Report 

CUCs Managers and Treasurers finances survey 

October 30th, 2022, 11:54 pm MDT 

 

Is your current budget adequate to run the CUC? 

 
 

Thinking about your Centre's costs, which ones are going up the most? Specify three line items where 

costs have significantly increased.  (e.g., costs associated with  Accounting & Auditing, Advertising, 

Bank Charges, Cleaning, Electricity, Insurance -  General, Insurance - Workers Compensation, 

Legals, Licences & Permits, Maintenance - Computer & Equipment, Office expenses, Printing, 

Postage & Stationery, Promotional Events, Promotional Materials, R&M  - Building, Recruitment 

expenses, Rent Expenses, Security Software/Internet/Connectivity & Computer support, Staff & 

Student Amenities, Staff expenses (training & development), Subscriptions, Telephone Expenses, 

Teaching Resources, Travel expenses, Uniform expenses, Wages/Salaries - Centre Manager/Tutors, 

Wages/Salaries - On costs (Superannuation, LSL etc), Waste Collection, Website Development, Other) 

 

1. 2. 3. 

staff wages computers and equipment building maintenance 

Wages Rent IT 

Rent when we move to new premises 

Occupancy costs have 

increased and will further 

with new premises 

Wages and on costs 

Rent increases (for a new site) 

Staffing expenses (to 

increase capacity to work 

in outreach, careers and 

industry engagement) 

Internet costs, due to connectivity at 

our current site. 4. All other expenses 

are increasing with inflation and 
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anticipated to increase with a larger 

site 

Security 

Software/internet/Connectivity & 

Computer support 

Electricity 
Wages/Salaries - Centre 

Manager/Tutors 

Electricity Rent 
Wages/Salaries - Centre 

Manager/Tutors 

Operational including electricity and 

building maintenance and repairs 
Computer and IT Support Rent expenses 

Staff and student amenities 
Advertising / Promotional 

materials 
Printing 

Salaries and wages to support project 

activities 
Electricity Information Technology 

Electricity Rent Affiliation Fees 

Rent 
Wages and Staff 

entitlements 

costs associated with the facility - 

physical fit out, furniture etc 

 

Most CUCs currently receive finding from the Commonwealth and NSW Governments. Please 

indicate which other sources of funding you have. This may include in-kind, donations and monetary 

(choose all that apply). Note: if you pay full market rate for a good or service, do not include. 
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UNSW Social Policy Research Centre 2024  97 

What efforts have been made to diversify funding sources? Choose all that apply 

 
Q28_10_TEXT - Other 

Other - Text 

exam revenue 

As part of our strategic plan (2023-2026) and a plan to move sites to a more appropriate space and 
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We don't have enough individual study spaces for exam time and we don't have a large space for 

community workshops and presentations that would enhance the use of our Centre., 

We could diversify our income sources better by offering the use of our training facilities (meeting rooms, 

training room) to the greater community if we had more space. We are often at capacity with our current 

student load but have no room to expand in our building. Moving to another building is not an option as 

we have no money to undertake another fit out
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Are there any functions that would be better centralised across all CUCs? (Note - it may be more 

efficient to do things locally). Choose all that apply. 

 
Q31_5_TEXT - Other 

Other - Text 

media and publicity
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If you are the CUC Manager, what do think about your salary? (Treasurers need not answer) 

 
 

If you are the CUC Manager, do you have any comments about your level of remuneration and your 

cost of living expenses? (Treasurers need not answer) 

 

If you are the CUC Manager, do you have any comments about your level of remuneration and your cost 

of living expenses? (Treasurers need not answer) 

My pay has not increased since starting here 3.5 
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Our growth exceeded expectations which has left us in a position of desperately needing more space. 

There are so many projects and activities that we would love to initiate, but we can't due to lack of space. 

We have no money to move to a bigger premises, and often find that we are ineligible for larger 

infrastructure grants as we don't meet the criteria. It would be helpful to have access to someone in this 

space to help us find appropriate grants and apply for them. 

there is quite a bit of pressure to pursue external funding which can prove distracting from our mission of 

service provision to our students as an equity cohort both at a governance and practical level. 
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Appendix E   CUC Student Alumni Survey 

CUC alumni survey FINAL 

November 13th 2023, 9:57 pm MST 

 

How do you describe your gender? 

# Answer % Count 
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Masters degree in forensic mental health 

Bachelor of Education primary 

Bachelor of Creative Arts: Graphic Design 

Graduate Certificate Diabetes Education 

MBA 

Bachelor of Arts (Digital Experience and Interaction Design) (Professional Writing and Publishing) AND Graduate 

Certificate in Digital Marketing 

Bachelor of Rural Science 

Grad Cert in International Baccalaureate Education, Grad Cert in Secondary STEM Education, Grad Cert in 

Education (Indigenous Education) 

Bachelor of Psychological Sciences (Honours) 

Bachelor of psychological science 

Bachelor of Arts 

Bachelor of Criminology 

Honours Degree in research and Bachelor health science 

Bachelor of Education (K-6 Teaching) 

Bachelor of Engineering (Honours) 

Bachelor of Midwifery 

Bachelor of Business Marketing 

Graduate diploma of psychological science Advanced 

Bachelor of Arts (community development) and Grad Cert Health Promotion 

Grad dip building surveying 

Graduate Certificate Tertiary Education; Master of Education 

Bachelor of Laws 

Bachelor of Arts 

Master of Teaching 

Bachelor of Education 

Bachelor 0f Psychological Science 

Post graduate diploma Nursing (anaesthetics and recovery nursing) 

Bachelor Nursing 

Graduate Certificate Applied Business 

Bachelor in Psychological science 

Bachelor of Accounting 
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Q30 - What was the name of the education provider you were enrolled with? (e.g. UNSW, Uni of 

Sydney, Grafton TAFE, etc.) 

CUC GRIFFITH NSW 

University of New England 

University of New England 

Southern Cross University 

Southern Cross University 

CSU 

UNE 

Deakin University 

Charles Sturt University 

Western Sydney University 

University of Sydney 

ANU 

University of New England 

UNE 

UNSW 

University of New England 

UOW 

Deakin university 

Deakin Uni 
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Did you find the LSA helpful? 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Yes - very helpful 78.57% 22 

2 Yes - moderately helpful 14.29% 4 

3 Neither helpful nor unhelpful 7.14% 2 

4 No - not helpful 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 28 

 

Did you complete your studies? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Yes 100.00% 49 

2 No 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 49 

NOTE: there were zero study non-completers in the survey so no data on this branch of the survey 

is included 

 

Which CUC services did you use? Choose all that were applicable. 

# Answer % Count 

1 Large meeting rooms 11.94% 16 

2 Computer labs 20.15% 27 

3 Small rooms 20.90% 28 

4 Academic skills sessions by the Learning Support Advisor 11.19% 15 

5 One-on-one advice from a Learning Support Advisor 16.42% 22 

6 Social events or study groups facilitated 

226
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I fell in love with the coastal lifestyle and there weren’t many job opportunities for my field in my hometown. 

Combination of connection to local community and travel limitations. 

Family Farming Property 

Nice community with a good variety of easy to reach facilities. 

Living in my hometown, have not wanted to move elsewhere 

Cost of living, family 

employment, new living circumstances (a house extension) and my permanent physical disability 

Born here. Lived here all my life 

Wife children work and community 
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12 Local Council - 
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1 Yes - for the following occupations: 74.42% 32 

2 Not sure 20.93% 9 
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4 45-64 30.95% 13 

5 65+ 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 42 
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Q31 - What language do you speak at home? 

# Answer % Count 

1 English 100.00% 40 

2 Other: specify 0.00% 0 

4 Prefer not to say 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 40 

 

Do you identify as a person with a disability? 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Yes 7.50% 3 

2 No 92.50% 37 

4 Prefer not to say 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 40 

 


