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ABOUT THE NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION AUSTRALIA’S 
INQUIRY INTO YOUTH EMPLOYMENT AND TRANSITIONS
The National Youth Commission Australia launched the Inquiry into Youth 
Employment and Transitions in March 2019 to develop ideas on how young 
people could be better prepared and supported in their transition from 
school to work, now and in the future.

The Inquiry heard from over 3,500 individuals and organisations at public 
hearings, community consultations and two Summits with young people 
across Australia. Of the 3,500 people who Commissioners and workshop 
leaders met face to face with, more than 70% were young people of school 
age or in early adulthood, both in and out of the workforce. The Commission 
also convened focus groups with young people to gather information on 
their experiences.

The Commission convened the Youth Futures Summit in August 2020 and 
June 2022, bringing together over 1,800 participants in two virtual events 
to discuss some of the biggest issues facing young people. Participants 
included young people, educators, employers, community service workers 
and policy-makers from around Australia. The Inquiry’s interim findings 
report, What Future?, and the proposed Youth Futures Guarantee were 
released during the 2020 Summit.

EDUCATION IS A PILLAR  
OF THE YOUTH FUTURES GUARANTEE

It is a commonly held view that completing secondary school 
is critical in a young person’s life. Successful completion of 
school can ease the transition to the next phase of education, 
either university or vocational education and training, making it 
easier to get a job and transition to independence. Conversely, 
early school leaving (i.e. before completing Year 12) can 
limit opportunities for post-school education, training and 
employment prospects.

While it remains true for many young people, completing 
secondary school does not guarantee ongoing secure 
employment. Increasingly, jobs require post-school qualifications, 
which previously were available to young people who completed 
secondary school. Nor does early school leaving mean long-term 
unemployment or permanent disengagement from education 
and training. Instead, since the transitions from adolescence into 
adulthood are complex and sometimes fractured, young people 
should be adequately resourced and supported throughout their 
transitional period. 

Despite school completion being the pathway for most young 
people, the evidence presented to the Commission describes a 
senior schooling system that appears outdated and one that is 
not serving young people very well. Senior schooling does not 
effectively facilitate transitions nor generate equal opportunity for 
all. Secondary schools in Australia do not prepare many young 
people for a world beyond school and can hinder rather than 
help young people transition into adulthood.

The senior years of high school should ensure that all young 
people gain the skills and knowledge required to find secure 
employment and access further education. This paper highlights 
some of the main weaknesses apparent in the senior secondary 
school system and makes recommendations for changes.

THE YOUTH FUTURES GUARANTEE
The Youth Futures Guarantee lays out a framework of reforms and 
initiatives that will support young people to meet the challenges of 
the future, but these also benefit Australian businesses and the wider 
Australian community. The Guarantee consists of nine policy pillars 
reflecting the priority concerns expressed to the Commissioners at 
public hearings, in community consultations, in submissions and during 
the two Youth Futures Summits. 

Within each of the nine policy pillars, the Commission has identified 
contributions from governments, organisations, businesses, and 
communities that will improve the lives of young people and assist their 
transition from adolescence to adulthood.
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DISRUPTION OF EDUCATION DUE TO COVID-19
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 significantly disrupted schooling 
across the country. Schools closed their doors to all but a few students. Teaching 
and learning went online. Parents were required to supervise their children’s 
education in the home. This new remote teaching and learning came with many 
challenges, including:

• difficulties in engaging students, especially as a lot of ‘hands-on’ classes 
could not be done remotely;

• variable technology competency amongst teachers made for patchy 
classes;

• students’ isolation from their peers contributed to an increase in mental 
health issues amongst them; and

• some students had limited access to information and communication 
technology.

The ongoing pandemic further complicated schooling switching between face-
to-face learning and remote learning as waves of the pandemic passed.

The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant, deleterious effect on young people’s 
mental health. More young people presented to emergency departments for 
mental health crises, admissions to mental health services increased, as did 
contacts with telephone mental health services.1 The full impacts of COVID-19 
on young people’s schooling cannot yet be measured because the pandemic 
has not yet ended and because the long-term effects may take years to appear. 

SENIOR SECONDARY SCHOOL ISN’T WORKING FOR ALL
A common theme throughout the Inquiry was that secondary school 
education in Australia does not work for all young people. In particular, 
the final two years of school (Years 11 and 12) are unsuitable for, 
perhaps, most young people even if they successfully gain a Year 12 
certificate.

Narrow focus on ATAR

The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) indicates a student’s 
position relative to all the students in their year group. The ATAR 
was designed for universities to select students for their courses 
easily. Schools, parents, and the media consider ATAR and university 
entrance as measures of success for students. Consequently, schools 
overwhelmingly focus on achieving high ATARs to market their school. 
For example, the Commission was told:

Student ATARs are often 
primarily the only indicator 
used to reflect a schools’ 
success, sending a subliminal 
message about the way 
academic excellence and 
university entrance is valued. 
Too often, schools have a 
culture that places academic 
learning above vocational 
learning and allocates 
finances and resources 
accordingly.  

Vicki Bawden, Victorian 
Department of Education and 

Training, Preston VIC, 13 March 

2019

So, if schools get measured... 
and I’ll use my children’s high 
school, they measure their 
achievements on the back of 
who go that highest ATAR. 
...Not which kid is earning 
$100,000 after four years 
because they’re in a great 
trade or something along 
those lines 
 
 

Jason Sultana, Apprentice 
Employment Network, Parramatta 

NSW, 5 November 2019
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In pursuit of high ATARs, schools stream students perceived as ‘academic’ 
into the ATAR, university pathway. Conversely, schools stream less 
academically gifted students into VET pathways. The streaming is despite 
how the students perceive their interests or aspirations. For example, the 
Commission was told:

Young people report experiencing significant pressure by teachers 
to do ATAR or VET so as not to impact on the school’s overall ranking, 
regardless of whether or not it was the right pathway for them. 

John Thomson, Anglicare WA, Perth WA, 13 August 2019

The Commission heard that the ATAR and other forms of academic 
assessment and testing focus schools on a narrow range of skills that the 
majority do not use. For example:

Our entire, even from younger years, our system of measurement for 
success is the academic; it’s around those skills, working toward those 
skills that will do that will lead to you doing well at that set of final 
exams in the end. And so, I think as a nation, we actually have to ask 
ourselves, are we actually okay with that? Are we okay with the fact that 
school is just about getting to that end result and that only one in four 
kids are going to get there?  

Tracey Jacobson, Indie School, Hobart TAS, 3 June 2019

The Commission believes that the focus on ATAR and university entrance 
as a measure of school success is misguided. More important measures of 
success should include independence, creativity, innovation, knowledge 
and foundation education skills. Students should be encouraged to pursue 
their interests and aspirations, not some perceived status associated with 
university education.



5 SENIOR SECONDARY EDUCATION: STILL A LONG WAY TO GO

Unnecessary pressure on young people

These final years of school are the most important as we are finally deciding 
what we would like to do and base our whole future around.

Jake Barbic, Melbourne, VIC, 5 March 2019

The focus on grades, exams and ATAR scores by schools and communities puts 
unnecessary pressure on young people in their senior school years. This pressure 
comes at a critical time in their maturational development and can have an adverse 
impact on their mental health. The Commission was told that youth mental health 
services see an increase in young people accessing their services at exam times:

We see a huge increase in our service every time that we know that exams are 
occurring in schools because of the increase in anxiety and depression. 

Emma Brierty, Youth Focus, Perth WA, 13 August 2019)

Yet, the pressure is unwarranted 
as ATAR is becoming less useful 
for university entrance. Only 
around a quarter of students 
who gain access to a university 
degree course do so based 
on their ATAR.2 Alternative 
pathways into universities 
are superseding ATAR, such 
as early entry schemes and 
additional application criteria. 
The Australian National 
University, for example, 
requires applicants to perform 
care or civic duties and to 
provide evidence of community 
engagement to apply 
successfully for courses.3 

The Commission believes that 
the successful completion of 
school and a high ATAR score 
should not be a ‘make or break’ 
event for young people nor 
portrayed as such.

VET in schools engages students but is not valued as much 
as an academic pathway

Vocational education and training (VET) programs were introduced 
into Australian schools in 1994. In 2021, around 251,000 school 
students enrolled in VET in schools4 out of around 509,000 in 
senior secondary school5. That is, almost half of senior secondary 
students were undertaking at least one VET subject in school in 
2021.6 

The Commission heard many positive aspects of the VET in school 
programs. The Commission was told that VET in schools improves 
engagement of young people who might otherwise have left 
school early. For example:

We constantly have principals and their coordinators saying 
the only reason their kids are at school is because they’re 
doing VET. 

Raffaela Galati-Brown, Northern College of the Arts and 

Technology, Preston VIC, 13 March 2019

Students undertaking VET in schools improve their engagement 
with non-VET subjects:

We see really high engagement of our VET students in all of 
their subject areas as well. The fact that they see success in 
whatever their vocational area is allows them to do better in 
those other areas. 

Alison Weekes, All Saints Anglican School, Gold Coast QLD,  

26 September 2019

Better linking schools with workplaces via VET subjects assists 
young people to make better choices. One young person told the 
Commission:

My subject choices for this year include robotics, media, 
visual art and programming. It would have been nice to put 
my knowledge into action at a workplace. This would have 
also helped me to discover whether or not I want to continue 
to pursue these options in my later years beyond years 11 
and 12.

Jake Barbic, Melbourne VIC, 5 March 2019
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The Commission was also told that VET in Schools prepares young people 
for the world of work:

So, the transition from school into work, VET prepares students really 
well for that. They’re clear on their direction. 

Alison Weekes, All Saints Anglican School, Gold Coast QLD,  
26 September 2019

Despite their many positives, the Commission heard that VET pathways are 
perceived as inferior to academic pathways: 

There is a stigma around VET, with people thinking that VET is for the 
people that can’t do anything else. 

Alison Weekes, All Saints Anglican School, Gold Coast QLD,  

26 September 2019

The perceived inferiority of VET pathways may be due to their complexity 
and the poor understanding of them in the general community. The Smith 
Family told the Commission:

Additionally, many young people and their parents have a limited or 
inaccurate understanding of VET. Students often do not understand 
the education and employment pathways on offer via VET, and how 
to access them. Their post-school choices are influenced by family, 
carers, friends, teachers, or referral agencies – each of whom may 
have misconceptions about the value of VET pathways. This is another 
systemic issue in the sector that must be addressed for VET to be a 
post-school pathway on equal footing with university. 

The Smith Family Submission, 30 July 2019

The Commission believes that vocational pathways should be valued as 
equal to an academic pathway. Schools, students and their parents should 
measure the value of a senior secondary school pathway by the benefit it 
provides the young person according to their interests and aspirations.

GOAL 1
Australian schooling 
promotes equity and 

excellence

GOAL 2
All young Australians become:

• Successful learners

• Confident and creative individuals 
• Active and informed citizens.7

EDUCATIONAL GOALS FOR YOUNG AUSTRALIANS

Inequity in schools

In 2008, the Australian Government and all state and territory governments 
agreed on two main goals of schooling for young Australians.
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For many young people, these laudable goals for schooling in Australia have 
not been achieved. The evidence presented to the Commission highlighted 
that the Australian education system is highly inequitable. For example, The 
Smith Family told the Commission:

About six in ten students from the lower socio-economic backgrounds 
complete Year 12 or equivalent, whereas it’s nine in ten for those from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds.  

Rob Sturrock, The Smith Family, Sydney NSW, 29 October 2019

The available data supports this evidence. The National Assessment Program 
– Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) results8, the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) data9, and university admissions10 all highlight 
how young people from high socio-economic backgrounds fare better at 
school than young people from low socio-economic backgrounds.

The Commission acknowledges the strong correlation between socio-
economic status and educational success. The Commission’s view is that 
young people from high socio-economic backgrounds fare better at school 
because of the opportunities afforded to them by their socio-economic 
position, not because of greater academic ability. In addition, the inequitable 
outcomes from school compounds the disadvantage experienced by young 

people from low socio-economic groups in terms of higher unemployment 
rates and greater insecurity in employment. 

Socio-economic status is not the only way inequity in schools can be 
measured. First Nations young people complete school at lower rates 
than their non-Indigenous counterparts.11 While the difference in school 
completion is closing between First Nations and non-Indigenous young 
people, an alarming gap remains.

Evidence presented to the Commission highlighted how young asylum 
seekers and refugees tend to have poor educational outcomes. These young 
people are likely to have missed out on some education in their country of 
origin and so start behind their peers in Australian schools: 

So, the crisis we’re facing is most of these families or children are 
coming at different ages and coming from a very disrupted or a civil 
war or a war environment where they had little opportunity to attend 
school. When they arrive here at the age of say 15, at the age of 14, 
they base on their age rather than on their academic level. 

Berhan Ahmed, African-Australian Multicultural Employment and Youth 

Services, Sunshine, VIC, 25 March 2019

The impacts of our inequitable school system are felt most by those 
young people who have not succeeded in the system, with higher rates 
of unemployment and longer periods dependent on income support 
payments below the poverty line. In addition, the social costs of inequity in 
education are high:

For each student who does not complete Year 12 or equivalent, 
compared to a student who does, the social impact is $616,200 over 
the adult years (25-64), or an annual cost per early leaver of $15,400. 
Most of this impact is attributable to lower earnings of early leavers 
across their working life, but there are also substantial economic 
impacts in terms of crime and marginal tax burden. Aggregated 
across a cohort of students aged 19 in any given year, the 37,700 early 
leavers in Australia contribute to a social loss of $23.2 billion.12 

The Commission believes that all governments should prioritise equity 
as well as quality in education so that all young people share the goals of 
schooling, irrespective of socio-economic status, ethnic background, and 
First Nations status.
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Some young people miss out on the basics

Evidence presented to the Commission indicated that some young people 
are leaving school without achieving basic literacy and numeracy levels. Any 
young person who does not have a functional level of literacy and numeracy 
will struggle to gain and maintain a job and will be dependent on income 
support for longer periods. They will struggle with everyday tasks such as 
completing forms, dealing with money, and reading health directives. For 
example:

Life skills and work skills are not being taught

Many young people who spoke to the Commission were frustrated by a 
system that does not teach them what they need to know to succeed, apart 
from gaining admission to a university. One young woman’s comments 
summed up a lot of young people’s experience of high school:

High school, I don’t know, they just didn’t really give you the necessary 
things to be honest. I feel like with high school, it’s more grades than 
what else you can prepare for out of school. So, even if you finish 
school they don’t really prepare you for the real world. You have to go 
figure it out yourself. But I feel high school was more based on grades, 
so more your studies and stuff. 

25-year-old Female, Yarra Youth Services Submission, 27 November 2019

They’re coming out of school, 
and they can’t read and 
write. Language, literacy and 
numeracy is a really big barrier 
as well. How does a kid finish 
year 12, and they can’t read or 
write? The mind boggles. 

 
Tiffany Baskeyfield, Joblink Midwest, 

Geraldton WA, 16 August 2019

And we have 14, 15, 16-year-
olds that can’t read a sentence, 
can barely write their name 
because they have missed so 
much school. 

Tahnee Ledgerwood, Anglicare QLD, 

Brisbane QLD, 23 September 2019

There are great concerns 
with employers around 
basic numeracy and literacy. 
Employers feel that young 
people are not coming out with 
the requisite skills. 

 
Paolo Damante, Australian Industry 

Group, Melbourne VIC,  

7 March 2019

This employer does literacy and 
numeracy tests and find that 
they [young people] haven’t got 
the basics needed for the job. 

Neil Aird, Business Wodonga, 

Wodonga VIC, 13 May 2019

Employer complaints about low levels of literacy and numeracy amongst 
job applicants may be referring to the small minority of students who do not 
achieve the minimum standards in literacy and numeracy as determined by 
the NAPLAN tests.13 Alternatively, employer expectations may be greater 
than the NAPLAN minimum standards.

Whichever it is, anyone leaving school without functional levels of literacy 
and numeracy skills will struggle to find and maintain a job or gain entry to 
post-school education and training.
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Community services reported to the Commission that young people’s 
skills and knowledge of workplaces were lacking:

There are a lot of young people still leaving school without the 
values and behaviours and employment skills that the workforce 
needs now and into the future. 

Nick Probert, The Beacon Foundation, Hobart Tas, 4 June 2019

[Employers] also registered dissatisfaction with the level of self-
management, problem-solving, planning and organising...  

Danny O’Donoghue, North-East TRACK Local Learning and 

Employment Network, Shepparton VIC, 14 May 2019

The Commission found that some business groups were willing to work 
with schools and other education providers to equip young people with 
work skills. For example:

So, part of what we’ve been doing with Be Bendigo, we’ve 
seen trying to coordinate with all the providers, whether that 
is education, whether that is employment or business to work 
through how do we get this connect to try and make sure that we 
address the issue of youth unemployment in Bendigo and that 
transition from school to work. 

Dennis Bice, Be Bendigo, Bendigo VIC, 27 June 2019

The education young people receive in secondary school does not 
translate well in real-world settings, leaving those not aligned with 
university pathways in less than satisfactory positions. This is exacerbated 
by the fact that transitions are now prolonged and are characterised by 
precariousness and insecurity, and that young people lack agency and 
control over their lives.14 This means they grapple with the shortcomings 
of the education they receive for much longer periods.

SYSTEMIC ISSUES THAT NEED ADDRESSING
School funding

School funding arrangements have been a controversial political issue for many 
decades. School funding has primarily been a state responsibility. However, the 
Australian Government started recurrent funding for schools in the 1970s and 
now provides the bulk of government funding for non-government schools. 
State and territory governments provide most of the funding to government 
schools. Total government funding per student is greater in government schools 
than non-government schools, but non-government schools can charge high 
fees bringing the total resources per student in non-government schools to 
substantially more than government schools. Many people consider this a 
problem believing that only government schools should receive government 
funding. Proponents of non-government schools assert a right to government 
funding.

To diffuse the issue, the Australian Government commissioned an expert 
panel, led by David Gonski AC, to review school funding arrangements in 
Australia. The panel released its final report in December 2011. The report’s 
main recommendation was to develop and implement a schooling resource 
standard as the basis for general recurrent funding of government and non-
government schools. The schooling resource standard included a per-student 
amount for primary and secondary school students with additional funding 
for student-based and school-based disadvantage.15 Significantly, the report 
recommended that 
funding for non-
government schools 
be based on the 
capacity of parents 
to contribute 
financially 
towards the 
school’s resource 
requirements.16
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The report estimated that to bring schools up to the resource standard, 
including additional funding for schools with disadvantaged students, would 
cost governments an additional $5 billion per year, an increase in recurrent 
funding of around 15 per cent.17 Under the proposals, government and non-
government schools would have received increases in funding. However, 
most of the additional funding (around 75 per cent) would have gone to 
government schools, reflecting their share of student enrolments and the 
extent of disadvantage of government school students.

While not without its critics, the final report of the review of school funding 
arrangements was welcomed by both government and non-government 
school organisations. However, non-government school organisations were 
more cautious in their support.18 It was notable that the Liberal and National 
parties, in opposition when the report was released, were highly critical, 
claiming that the funding model would see an increase in private school 
fees.

Given that the Liberal and National parties won government in 2013, it 
is not surprising the recommendations proposed by the review have not 
been implemented. One commentator summed up the process whereby 
successive Coalition governments abandoned the funding reforms:

The Abbott Government ditched the large funding increase for 2018 
and 2019 that was planned under the original model, an increase that 
would have mainly benefited public schools. The Turnbull Government 
abandoned the national approach to funding and reverted to the 
longstanding division of responsibilities for funding public and private 
schools, with the Commonwealth having primary responsibility for 
private schools and the states having primary responsibility for public 
schools.

The Morrison Government completed the demolition. It engineered 
a huge funding boost for private schools by adopting a highly flawed 
method of determining their financial need and by increased funding 
outside the basic model that was not based on need. Public schools 
were denied a similar increase.19

Rather than substantially increasing funding for school education, with 
the most disadvantaged schools gaining the most, the previous Coalition 
Government’s new funding arrangements saw a large increase in non-
government school funding, as shown in the chart below.

The funding arrangements perpetuate an inequitable schooling system 
where non-government school resources are far greater than government 
schools. 

Source: Cobbold T. (2021) Disadvantage accelerates as private school funding rises six 
times public schools over the decade, MichaelWest Media. Available at https://www.
michaelwest.com.au/disadvantage-accelerates-as-private-school-funding-rises-six-times-
public-schools-under-tudge/ 

https://www.michaelwest.com.au/disadvantage-accelerates-as-private-school-funding-rises-six-times-public-schools-under-tudge/
https://www.michaelwest.com.au/disadvantage-accelerates-as-private-school-funding-rises-six-times-public-schools-under-tudge/
https://www.michaelwest.com.au/disadvantage-accelerates-as-private-school-funding-rises-six-times-public-schools-under-tudge/
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Outdated model of education

Throughout the Inquiry, the Commission heard strong criticism of the 
school model with its rigid structures and outdated curricula and pedagogy. 
Schooling was described as a:

… 19th-century factory model of education, where we shove people 
through in cohorts, regardless of their level of ability to learn.

Jude Walker, Future Working, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019

Wren Gillet, Victorian Students Representative Council, told the Commission 
how young people feel about the current school system:

Conforming to systems of past generations will no longer serve us 
as it once has, and young people have expressed schooling needs 
to adapt accordingly. Schools should be designed to appropriately 
educate students so that young people are able to leave school with 
the necessary tools to function successfully in the real world.

Wren Gillet, Victorian Students Representative Council, Melbourne VIC,  
7 March 2019

With the measurement of school success being limited to ATAR scores and 
standardised test results, schools have been accused of teaching to the test:

So, schools today basically still focus on the rote learning of content, 
the regurgitation of information and standardised testing; it’s still very 
much a factory-based model. 

Tracey Jacobson, Indie School, Hobart TAS, 3 June 2019

We are still requiring, in particular, young people to memorise 
information in response to tests and exams. And so, the teaching is 
towards those tests and exams. … we’re teaching to what’s going to be 
measured, which are things like NAPLAN, rather than teaching to help 
people learn for the future. 

Jude Walker, Future Working, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019

Academic subjects are taught separately, devoid of real-world applications. 
This creates difficulties for many students:

Knowledge transfer is something that is a real struggle for kids when 
you compartmentalise their learning, and we go from Maths to Science 
to English throughout their day. 

Stephanie McConnell, Lindfield Learning Village, Sydney NSW,  
29 October 2019

This model of education does not best serve young people. Living and 
work skills are not gained by rote learning and standardised testing. While 
many young people succeed in these school environments, more real-world 
learning could enhance their educational experience. Further, a significant 
proportion of young people do not succeed in the mainstream school 
system, in particular, those young people with experience of poverty, family 
breakdown, homelessness, or other trauma:

The school system is very rigid and inflexible in the way that it delivers 
its programs, which works for a majority of people. But for our young 
people, that’s a bit of a challenge. 

Darren McGhee, The Salvation Army, Brisbane QLD, 24 September 2019
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Early school leaving and its impact

Most young people gain a Year 12 certificate or equivalent; many go on to 
post-school education and training. An analysis of 2016 census data found that 
nearly one in five (18.4 per cent) of 19-year-olds had not completed Year 12 (or 
equivalent).20

For the young people who do not complete school, the consequences can be 
adverse and long-term. An analysis using longitudinal census data between 2006 
and 2016 found that:

Around two-thirds of Year 12 completers at age 19 were working full-time 
at age 29, compared to just under half (48.3 per cent) of those who had not 
attained a Year 12 or equivalent qualification. For the group who have not 
attained a Year 12 or equivalent qualification by this time, over a third (35.8 
per cent) are either unemployed and looking for work or not in the labour 
force (NILF). 21

Evidence presented to the Commission reported adverse consequences for early 
school leavers other than employment impacts. For example, the Commission:

Leaving school early or disengaging altogether from school puts that young 
person highly at risk of probably initially couch surfing and then eventually 
homelessness and a greater risk of contact with the criminal justice system. 

Jodi Burnstein, Barnados, Sydney NSW, 29 October 2019

For some, high 
school completion 
is a given. The 
problem is that 
increasing levels of 
high school retention 
for some have left 
other groups in 
our society virtually 
untouched, and their 
lack of attainment 
condemns them to a 
life outside of most 
of the benefits our 
society has to offer. 

21st-century skills agenda

Numerous organisations have identified 21st-century skills needed 
to succeed in the modern workplace. For example, The Foundation 
for Young Australians analysed advertisements of early-career jobs 
suitable for young people between 2012 and 2015 to identify the 
skills employers were seeking. The ‘enterprise skills’ identified were: 
problem-solving communication skills, digital literacy, teamwork, 
presentation skills, critical thinking, creativity and financial literacy.22

Similarly, The Smith Family suggested that: 

… a non-cognitive skill-set helps ensure young people thrive 
in contemporary life, be that in school, university or TAFE, the 
workplace or the community generally. The types of requisite 
capabilities include the following: critical thinking; creativity; 
problem solving; collaboration; motivation; self-efficacy; 
conscientiousness; and perseverance. 

The Smith Family, Submission, 30 July 2019

The National Centre for Vocational Education Research told the 
Commission that:

...workers (in particular young workers) will need to 
be supported to acquire the soft skills of adaptability, 
perseverance, resilience, curiosity, responsiveness, 
experimentation and initiative which are being demanded by 
employers 

National Centre for Vocational Education Research, Submission – 
Youth Pathways, 21 June 2019

Tim Corney, Victoria University, referred the Commission to the 
employability skills identified by the Victorian Department of 
Education and Training: communication, teamwork, problem-solving, 
initiative and enterprise, planning and organising, self-management, 
learning, and technology. He told the Commission that these might 
not be the skills needed by all young workers:

They don’t seem to me at first look to be particular vocational 
skills. It’s not about hammering in nails, sawing pieces of wood, 
welding pieces of steel. They seem to be about the sorts of 
employability issues that relate to management. 

Tim Corney, Victoria University, Sunshine VIC, 25 March 2019
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The Commission questions whether employers truly need young workers 
with these skills in entry-level jobs. How many employers really allow their 
junior staff to exercise their initiative? How many genuinely provide a space 
for innovative thought and curiosity? Employers may desire their long-term 
employees to possess these skills, but is it reasonable to require them in 
early-career workers?

Further, the Commission believes that the focus on 21st century skills 
development is a response to failure of our economy and society to create 
sufficient secure and meaningful entry-level jobs for young people and the 
associated high levels of youth unemployment. The lack of entry-level jobs 
is a failure of macro-economic and industrial relations policies rather than a 
failure of our education systems.

The knowledge and skills young people need to succeed in their lives 
beyond school are constantly changing. Rather than list a set of skills 
necessary for the modern workplace, the Commission suggests that 
education systems and schools need to focus on developing the ability of 
young people to learn outside the classroom, in the workplace and in their 
communities.

The Commission was told about a young woman, Lily:

Lily ended up in Mara House as the living situation with Lily’s mother 
and her boyfriend was unsuitable. This being as a result of drug use, 
domestic violence, and safety concerns for Lily. Child Protection first 
became involved at this stage. The next seven weeks, Lily continued at 
the school she was enrolled in when she first came to Tasmania. Due 
to lack of family support, and not being on an income Lily started to 
struggle to get to school, as she could not afford a bus ticket, and her 
mother had stopped driving her to school. This became one of the first 
barriers Lily experienced accessing the education system in Tasmania. 

Non-school barriers to education

A consistent theme in the evidence presented to the Commission 
was that many young people face multiple issues unrelated to 
education that affect their success at school. Poor mental health, family 
breakdown, homelessness, poverty and caring responsibilities were 
cited numerous times in the evidence to the Commission. For example, 
the Commission was told that: 

...there’s many issues that affect a young person’s engagement 
with education, family breakdown, domestic violence, drugs and 
alcohol, mental health, bullying, disability, caring responsibilities. 

Anne Trickey, Campaspe Cohuna Local Learning and Employment 

Network, Echuca VIC, 13 May 2019
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POTENTIAL WAYS FORWARD
Fair funding

Government schools enrol more students with disability, students from low 
socio-economic backgrounds, young migrants and First Nations young 
people. Ensuring these young people access high-quality school education 
will go a long way to improve school outcomes. Yet, the current system of 
funding for schools is inequitable. Government schools have access to far 
fewer resources than their non-government counterparts.

To equitably achieve the goals of schooling as set out in the Melbourne 
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians23, all schools should 
operate at least at the level of the schooling resource standard as adjusted 
for student and school-based disadvantage. In their submission to the 
Inquiry, the Australian Education Union wrote:

It is critical that we distribute educational funding fairly so all students 
can reach their full potential and be supported to become a confident, 
creative participant in society. To achieve this, every school must be 
funded to at least 100% of the SRS. 

Australian Education Union Submission, 18 December 2019

Equity in education must become a policy priority across all jurisdictions. 
This would ensure that whatever differences there may be in student 
outcomes a young person’s destiny should not be determined by their 
demography, socio-economic status, gender or background.

The Commission believes that the best way forward is implementing the 
schooling resource standard recommended in the Review of Funding for 
Schooling proposed by the Gonski.24 

After being out of school for several months:

Lily felt that she could no longer go back to school, as she had been 
out of the classroom for so long. Understandably, it had been quite a 
while, and she was no longer at a level required of students her age. 
School was looking to be more and more of an impossible task as the 
months went on. To this day, Lily has not re-engaged with school.  

Louise Cornish, Colony 47, Hobart TAS, 4 June 2019)

Currently, schools are not equipped to support young people experiencing 
complex and chronic issues. Teachers are not social workers and are 
dissuaded from engaging with their students regarding these issues. For 
example, the Commission was told:

I was at one remote school, and they were telling me their Education 
Department said to the teachers: your job is to teach them; you’re not 
the counsellor. And they said, well, how can we teach them if they’ve 
got these problems. 

Anthony Dillon, Australian Catholic University, Sydney NSW,  

31 October 2019

In the Commission’s view, vulnerable young people can be supported to 
maintain their health and wellbeing and succeed in education only through 
the joint efforts of multiple services working together. Education systems 
and schools need to work with youth health, housing and community 
services to better support students.

Recommendation

That the schooling resource standard as calculated in the Review 
of Funding for Schooling Final Report be implemented for all 
schools as soon as possible.
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Wrap-around services

The service systems for young people are often confusing and complicated. 
There are multiple programs, organisations, and various workers that they 
must navigate in order to gain the support that they require. A young person 
will often be referred from one place to another to get the help they need. 
Young people have often been disadvantaged by these services’ failure to 
work together. 

In response, many youth service organisations are developing ‘wrap-around’ 
services, either by providing ‘holistic’ services or through partnering with 
other services to provide coordinated support to meet the multiple needs 
of young people. The aim of wrapping services around young people is to 
provide better outcomes on multiple fronts:

So, with the right support in place, we can help young people break 
the link between disadvantage and poor educational outcomes by 
supporting them to stay engaged in education pathways that may 
lead to employment. Through our key programs, we do it by providing 
effective engagement and holistic support that offers intensive and 
sustained engagement, which is strong relationship building, outreach 
and strategic local areas, quick responses to early school-leaving and 
working with families. Support for wider needs of the learners which 
includes tailored support services through multi-disciplinary teams 
engaging student support networks, strong partnerships between 
education providers support organisations and the local community. 

Angela Angelopoulos, Jesuit Social Services, Sunshine VIC, 26 March 2019

Catholic Care proposes that if we as a community work together to 
better support young people with their basic needs, take responsibility 
for their needs, break down the silos, seeking creative and flexible 
responses, then we will see improved outcomes in the areas of 
education and employment. 

Andrea Witt, Catholic Care Tasmania, Hobart TAS, 3 June 2019

The ‘community of schools and services’ (COSS) model is one approach that 
focuses on identifying those students at high risk at an early stage. The COSS 
model is a place-based approach to addressing social and educational 
issues prior to crises events arising. 25 Under the model, services and schools 
work together to support vulnerable young people and their families. There 
is evidence that points to the success of this approach:

The COSS model has been shown to improve social and educational 
outcomes for young people and particularly around homelessness 
and school disengagement. So, for those that don’t know the COSS 
model of early intervention supports vulnerable young people and 
their families to reduce disengagement from education early school-
leaving and to help where family issues are heading towards crisis and 
possible homelessness and other adverse outcomes. 

Melinda Lawley, The Bridge Youth Service, Shepparton VIC, 14 May 2019

An essential aspect of the COSS model is the identification of young people 
at risk of early school leaving through the Australian Index of Adolescent 
Development developed by Associate Professor David MacKenzie, allowing 
for support to be provided early:

For us, one of the first findings was that we felt the survey instrument, 
the COSS model, the process of actually trying to identify at-risk 
students early in the cycle by doing this whole school population 
survey was absolutely essential to identifying and being able to 
provide some early intervention for young people who are at risk and/
or enduring some really, really difficult circumstances. 

Diedre Tedmanson, University of South Australia, Adelaide SA,  

18 June 2019
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The COSS model is one of many approaches to wrap-around services 
presented to the Commission. Reconnect was often mentioned as a 
program that supports young people in an integrated way. For example, 
Diversitat provides a Reconnect service in culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities in Geelong:

It’s aimed or targeted at vulnerable young people who have 
disengaged or separated from mainstream education. It was brought 
about in response to a decline in the number of young early leavers 
enrolling in vocational education, and training. So the purpose of the 
program is to engage with young people, to assist them to enrol in 
further education, and training while assisting them to address any 
other unmet needs that they might have outside of education. So, you 
know mental health, accommodation, financial help etc. Also, to build 
their resilience, and their capacity to be able to get through education, 
and transition into employment. 

Adam Fratantaro, Diversitat, Geelong VIC, 29 March 2019

One of the most significant barriers to providing school-based wrap-around 
support is funding. The Commission was told that: 

...sourcing funding for wrap-around health and wellbeing services, 
particularly for those students who have more complex needs that 
are not met outside of school, is difficult via mainstream funding 
mechanisms, and to engage and support students with complex 
needs, some schools need to attract philanthropic funding beyond the 
mainstream system. 

Greg Marston, Zoe Staines & Peter Holtum, University of Queensland, 

Submission, 26 November 2019

Health and wellbeing

A student who suffers from anxiety disorders, depression, sleep deprivation, 
eating disorders or suicidal ideation and/or behaviours is not likely to be 
successful in school. Youth focused mental health and counselling services 
reported a significant increase in demand during the heavier periods of the 
pandemic26 and this does not seem to have abated.

Supporting and improving young people’s health and wellbeing in school 
and at home would immediately affect the quality of their well-being and 
learning in school.

Recommendation

That the Australian, state and territory governments fund the 
development of school-based support services to address the health 
and wellbeing needs of school-aged young people.

Recommendation

That the Australia, state and territory governments make health and 
wellbeing amongst students a policy priority and fund adequate 
support within schools.

Valuing vocational education and training pathways

The growth of VET in schools provides additional options for young people 
who do not have the interests or aspirations for an academic pathway. Some 
schools actively promote VET as a pathway equal to the academic pathway. 
For example:

We’re fortunate at this school that we recognise success in all sorts of 
people, whether they’re sportsmen or musicians or academic students. 
Equally we do that for VET. 

Alison Weekes, All Saints Anglican School, Gold Coast QLD,  

26 September 2019

Some schools have access to numerous VET options and large numbers of 
students participating:

VET in schools for us as a school is a really significant part of what we 
do. We have well upwards of 700 students on an annual basis who 
undertake some form of VET. We are a registered training organisation. 
We have thirteen I think certificates on our scope, but we also work 
with other RTOs, TAFEs, a couple of TAFEs to receive auspiced delivery 
for some of our students. 

Dale Pearce, Bendigo Secondary College, Bendigo, 26 June 2019
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Schools and education systems need to be held accountable for education 
outcomes, but the measures of success should not be the narrow focus on 
ATAR. New measures of success should include VET pathways. In this way, 
schools will place greater value on VET.

Big Picture Education Australia has existed since 2007 and is re-
designing education for young people in over 40 schools around 
Australia. The Big Picture design for learning is based on research 
showing that people learn best when personally motivated. Putting 
students at the centre of decisions around what, how and when 
they learn is the key to nurturing the next generations of engaged, 
independent learners.

Recommendation

That education systems develop outcome measures from school 
education that include VET pathways and hold schools accountable 
for VET outcomes.

Student-centred learning

A small but growing number of schools are seeking to make education 
more engaging and valuable by adopting student-centred, project-based 
learning, often linking with businesses and other organisations outside 
the school. The conventional approach of grouping students by year level 
is being replaced by grouping students by their ability. Subject-based 
teaching is being re-designed by project-based learning that combines 
multiple disciplines in real-world settings. 

Big Picture Schools are an example of the possible innovation that create 
dynamic, engaging, personalised learning environments:

In Australia, you know we’ve got Big Picture schools. Now I reckon 
in their own little way, they’re making quite a footprint in terms of 
personalised school design. Completely throwing out the model of 
industrial factory line secondary schooling and saying: “Na, let’s build 
Big Picture schools around the notion of one child at a time. What 
does it look like if we do that?” 

Andrew Bills, Flinders University, Adelaide SA, 18 June 2019

The schools prepare students for opportunities beyond school, emphasising 
relevance and real-world learning. The students combine academic work 
with real-world internships and use their head, heart, and hands to explore 
their world and plan their future employment, study, or enterprise pathways.
Cathwest Innovation College has students tackling real-world learning 
projects. The students are helped to discover their passions and harness 
this interest, developing a skills portfolio and additional qualifications. 
Students drive their learning in a personalised environment while being 
supported and mentored. The school ensures students develop transferable, 
employment-focused skills through ongoing engagement with businesses.
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CathWest Innovation College is a year 10 to 12 school that aims 
to provide students with a new and different way to learn. Students 
develop transferable, employment-focused skills through ongoing 
engagement with businesses. Students work with business partners on 
major projects. Students work in flexible learning spaces that replicate 
workplaces and where staff work alongside students.

Lindfield Learning Village uses a ‘stage not age’ approach with individual 
learning plans at the core of their education model:

It’s an individual learning plan, not an individualised one, because 
we believe that implies it’s being done to you, rather than having 
ownership around that. And really individual learning pathways are the 
Holy Grail of education. It’s been something that’s been, you will be 
well aware of, in educational research for a long time. 

Stephanie McConnell, Lindfield Learning Village, Sydney NSW, 29 October 
2019)

Lindfield Learning Village is a government Kindergarten to Year 12 
school providing a flexible school environment conducive to individual 
learning, an integral part of its new educational model. Replacing the 
traditional classroom, the school has open-plan flexible, learning spaces. 
The approach is designed to create independent, resilient learners who 
possess the learning dispositions required for success in their life within 
and beyond school.

Big Picture Education, Cathwest and Lindfield Learning Village demonstrate 
the opportunities to improve schooling for all young people. These schools 
are teaching young people to be effective learners, become competent and 
confident adults, and do so in ways that tailor learning to individual needs 
and subvert traditional school structures. The schools help students learn the 
skills they need in the workplace.

The Commission acknowledges that student centred learning approaches 
require a change to the role of teachers to become mentors in the learning 
process, rather than instructors delivering a set curriculum with standardised 
assessments. The Commission believes that teachers need to be highly 

skilled, and some may need further education or professional development 
in student-centred methods. Education system and parents need to trust 
students’ and their teachers’ decisions regarding their learning pathway 
– what is learnt and in what order; the freedom to choose the best way to 
develop knowledge and skills and how best assess progress. 

Recommendations

That education systems investigate and trial education models that break 
down the traditional year level system with ‘stage not age’ approach.

That education systems encourage schools to introduce individual 
learning plans and use real-world learning approaches in senior 
secondary school.

CONCLUSION
Not all young people are treated equally by our education systems. Those 
who experience disadvantage are further marginalised by a public education 
system which is terribly under-funded. It is only when the schooling resource 
standard as calculated in the Review of Funding for Schooling Final Report 
is implemented that we will go some way to addressing equity in education. 
Our aim must be to support young people to learn and grow, and to help 
them become civically engaged as well as intellectually competent. Too 
many young people find the system not capable of keeping them engaged 
or teaching them the skills needed to operate in a complex and changing 
world.

There are no simple answers to any of the complex dilemmas facing young 
Australians and the challenges of their transitions and futures. The evidence 
presented to the Commission suggests that the lived experiences of young 
people and the systems in place to support them do not match up, both 
within schools and beyond. Schools and education systems, have a role 
and a responsibility to address these issues - particularly for those most 
disadvantaged within our society. Governments need to better support 
government schools with appropriate funding.
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