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Frequently Used Acronyms 
DEECD Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
GEP Grampians Education Partnership 
LLEN Local Learning and Employment Network 
MIPS Managed Individual Pathways 
RTO Registered Training Organisations 
VCAL Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning 
VET Vocational Education and Training 

  
Youth – School Program Information 

PROGRAM INFORMATION 
 
 
Managed 
Individual 
Pathways 
(MIPs) 

 

MIPs funding supports Victorian Government schools’ careers and transition programs and ensures 
all students aged 15 years and over are provided with an individual Career Action Plan and 
associated support as a means to making a successful transition through the senior secondary 
years of education to further education, training or full-time employment. Schools are also funded 
through MIPs to provide additional support to students at risk of disengaging or not making a 
successful transition to further education, training or secure employment.  
 

MIPs aims to help young people to develop their knowledge and understanding of education, 
training and employment options, and  develop skills to effectively manage their careers and 
pathways throughout their lives.  
 
 MIPs funding supports the improvement of the transition from school by strengthening school 
responsibility for monitoring young people’s pathways until they complete Year 12 or equivalent. 
 
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/sensecyouth/careertrans/mips/default.htm 
 

 
Youth Options 
Guarantee 
 
 

 

The Youth Options Guarantee is a set of arrangements put in place by those organisations that are 
signatories of a Memorandum of Understanding in each LLEN in the Grampians Region. The aim 
of these arrangements is to support young people to remain in engaged in education and training 
until they complete Year 12 or equivalent qualifications. 
 www.gep.org.au  

 
Victorian 
Certificate of 
Applied 
Learning 
(VCAL) 

 

VCAL is a hands-on option for students in Years 11 and 12.  VCAL offers practical work-related 
experience, as well as literacy and numeracy skills and the opportunity to build personal skills that 
are important for life and work. Like the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE), VCAL is an 
accredited secondary certificate. 
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vcal/index.html 

 
Vocational 
Education and 
Training (VET) 

 

Vocational Education and Training Recognition of VET and Further Education (FE) within the 
VCE and the VCAL means that students who complete all or part of a nationally recognised 
qualification may receive credit towards satisfactory completion of their VCE and/or VCAL. 
Recognition arrangements: 

• through enrolment in a VCAA-approved VCE VET program, a School-based 
Apprenticeship or Traineeship  

• through enrolment in any other nationally recognised qualification.  
 

For more information, see: http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vet/index.html 
 

 
Rural Classification Systems 

 

 
The 
Accessibility 
and 
Remoteness 
Index of 
Australia 
(ARIA) 
classification 
 

 
Highly Accessible…………… Relatively unrestricted accessibility to a wide range of goods and 
   services and opportunities for social interaction; 
Accessible……………………. Some restrictions to accessibility of some goods and services and  
   opportunities for social interaction; 
Moderately Accessible………. Significantly restricted accessibility of goods and services and 

opportunities for social interaction; 
 Remote………………………. Very restricted accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for 
   social interaction; 
Very Remote………………… Very little accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social 

interaction (AIHW 2004). 
 

 
 
The Rural, 
Remote and 
Metropolitan 
Areas (RRMA) 
classification 
 

 

Metropolitan zone 

 

M1 

 

Capital cities 

 M2 Other metropolitan centres (population >100,000) 

Rural zone R1 Large rural centres (population 25,000 – 99,999) 

 R2 Small rural centres (population 10,000 – 24,999) 

 R3 Other rural areas (population < 10,000)  

Remote zone Rem 1 Remote centres (population > 4,999) 

 Rem 2 Other remote areas (population < 5,000) 

 

Glossary 
 

 

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/sensecyouth/careertrans/mips/default.htm�
http://www.gep.org.au/�
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vcal/index.html�
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vet/index.html�
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Executive Summary 
 

Introduction 
In late 2010, the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 
Grampians Region, contracted researchers at the University of Ballarat to 
undertake a research study aimed at enhancing understanding of the ways in 
which community – and other relevant factors – might affect and influence 
secondary school student completions and destinations, with particular emphasis 
on students from rural areas.  The focus was motivated by a consistent disparity 
in the nature of exit destinations observed in some communities within the 
Grampians Region. This disparity did not reflect the availability of further 
education and training opportunities in these communities – thereby prompting 
the exploration of other potential influencers on outcomes across localities.   
 
The research sought to explore the range of local community factors that may 
impact on school retention and educational outcomes and aspirations among 
rural adolescents.  
 
Four specific regional Victorian communities were targeted for examination; two 
rated as Accessible Rural Centres (located within Moderately Accessible 
municipalities) and two as Moderately Accessible Remote locations.  
 
The key objectives for the project were to:  
 

1. Review the national and international literature about community 
influences (with particular reference to rural settings) on the aspirations, 
educational achievements and destinations of secondary students. 
 

2. Review the national and international literature on the most effective 
community programs that can positively influence the aspirations, 
educational achievements and destinations of secondary students. 

 
3. Identify factors (particularly community factors, including the socio cultural 

environment) that positively and negatively influence the aspirations, 
educational and destination outcomes of high school students in the 
selected towns and regions. 
 

4. Identify the characteristics operating in the rural communities where 
students perform well in educational achievements and destinations.  

5. Recommend programs and strategies for community-based approaches to 
improved educational achievements and destinations. 

6. Publish findings of this research in refereed journals. 

Methodology 
A qualitative methodology, supported by a mixed methods data collection 
approach was used, and included the development and application of a capacity 
measurement model (provided overleaf), the use of interviews and focus groups, 
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the analysis of available national and international literature, and the collection of 
extant data (e.g. ABS, School Report data). 
 
Ethics approval was granted by the University of Ballarat’s Human Research 
Ethics Committee (HREC). 

Research Model  
 

The model that was developed to underpin the research was based on a number 
of theoretical sources and comprised three key elements. It is depicted in the 
following diagram 
 

 

 

Element 1 - Measuring Existing Capital 
Quantitative analysis, using a range of research data measured existing human, 
social and product capital at each of the municipalities in which study sites were 
located, as well as key school based data of relevance. 

Element 2 – Determining School and Community Capacity 
Concurrent measurement occurred of existing levels of community and school 
capacity involving a total of 106 interview/focus group participants, and using a 
framework adapted from community development and health promotion literature. 
In particular, the work of Labonte & Laverack (2001a; 2001b) was used to 
measure capacity at each of the sites, focusing on nine domains that are 
important for the enhancement of community capacity. These are: participation; 
leadership; organisational structure; problem assessment; resource mobilisation; 
ability to ask ‘why’?; links to others; the role of outside agencies; and, program 
planning and development with community.  
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Each of these domains was rated on a scale of between 1 (indicating a low rating 
for the individual determinant) and 3 (indicating a high rating for the individual 
determinant) to assess the existing capacity of the study site to build strong 
school/community relationships. 
 
The data collected across the first two elements of the model (community/school 
capital and capacity) was then used to determine element 3 of the model. 

Element 3 –  Assessing the Health and Wellbeing of the School/  
Community interface 

The data gathered through the mechanisms provided by the first two elements of 
the model was used to inform research conclusions relating to the potential links 
between community factors and educational aspirations and attainment at each 
of the sites – the key focus of the study. 
 

The Literature Review Findings 
 
A review of the national and international literature about community influences 
(with particular reference to rural settings) on the educational achievements, 
aspirations and destinations of secondary students was undertaken as part of this 
research. The specific studies from which the key themes outlined in this 
summary were sourced are detailed and referenced in Section 1 (Literature 
Review) of this report. The following provides a brief overview of findings of 
relevance to informing the research project and identifies that: 
 
• There is strong evidence around the vital role of education for society – and 

the individual. The stronger the nature of engagement between the student 
and the education system, from completion of secondary college and on to 
tertiary and vocational education, the greater the benefits. 

 
• It is critically important to maintain levels of engagement within the 

education system regardless of the aspirational pathway of students within 
that system.  

 
• There are a myriad of factors which, to varying effect, influence the career 

and educational aspirations of school students, and which contribute to 
decisions of staying at school or leaving early. These include peers, family, 
the educational environment in which they interact and involve, as well as 
the social environment in which they reside. Other specific factors that can 
influence school retention include a student’s socioeconomic status, 
poverty, peer influences, vocational self-efficacy, occupational aspirations 
and values and educational achievement.  

 
• Despite an increase in recent years in the number of young people 

completing school, the evidence shows that there is a systemic issue 
relating to engagement for many young people - which continues to result in 
a reduction in the number and range of opportunities available to these 
young people in their immediate and longer term future.  
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• A range of demographic, student-factors are attributed to school non- 
completion and include: 
o gender (more girls than boys will stay on at school); 
o family unit or structure; 
o socio-economic status; 
o racial and ethnic status; 
o parental education and occupational type; 
o school size (larger school enrolments are linked to greater levels of 

early school leaving);  
o neighbourhood/community crime rates; 
o employment rates in a community; and,  
o work status - excessive part time work hours can have a detrimental 

impact on student behaviour and subsequent decisions to remain in 
and complete school.  

 
• The chances of a student completing school are increased if a number of 

student and school “factors” are present. Positive perceptions of school 
are critical and characterised by indicators such as being happy and 
enjoying being at school, developing a sense of belonging at school and 
having established a good student-teacher relationship.  
 

• Extracurricular activities can strengthen student identity with the school, 
which in turn helps develop students’ sense of belonging and attachment 
with the school.  
 

• Geographic location (rural/urban) is influential on school retention and 
school performance levels. The low population density of rural locations 
has been closely associated with fewer young people undertaking Year 12 
and subsequently participating in tertiary education.  Counter arguments to 
this, however, also prevail with other research suggesting that rural 
schools – which may be resource poor – actually help to foster in students 
greater levels of school satisfaction, a feeling of safety and greater teacher 
support.  
 

• Neighbourhood characteristics can have a significant impact on 
educational outcomes and aspirations through factors such as collective 
socialization, social control, social capital, differential occupational 
opportunity, and institutional structures.  
 

• Although community involvement is critical, the connections that are made 
between schools and their local community are often weak. It has been 
posited that this lack of connectivity between schools and their 
communities is largely due to a shift in schools (particularly urban schools) 
to “remove” themselves from the families and communities in which they 
are geographically located.   
 

• In instances in which links have been maintained, there are many benefits 
in developing strong connections between schools and their local 
community, either through community based partnerships or the 
community connections that parents of the school children can offer. 
Schools can benefit from the wide ranging social capital available to them 
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and the students through strong community links that help to develop and 
broaden the educational goals and aspirations of students. 
 

• There are four integral factors to the building of successful partnerships 
between the school and the community, including: (1) the school’s 
commitment to learning; (2) a school principal that is supportive and can 
envisage the benefits to community engagement; (3) the school’s 
openness to the involvement of community; and (4) the reciprocal, open 
and willing communication between all parties towards involvement in the 
partnership.   
 

• The ‘health’ of the community can impact on both the health of the school 
within that community and the capacity of the community to make effective 
links with the school (and vice versa). The importance of the “collective” 
community (as opposed to just individuals within the community) is the 
essential element for producing positive and healthy communities. The 
interaction and commitment of the community are the essential building 
blocks that can generate change and improve the health of the 
community, through: 

 
o Ongoing community dialogue – discussing and identifying common 

goals. 
o Identifying a shared community vision within the community. 
o Community leadership – identifying and supporting community leaders. 
o Embracing population diversity. 
o Knowing the community’s strengths, and identifying its assets. 
o Building connections between services and organisations especially of 

essential resources.  
o Creating a sense of community through commitment and collective 

independence. 
 

• The measurement of community ‘health’ is complex and is closely tied to, 
and inter-related with, the concepts of community strength and building in 
which the key “human” strengths of a community are harnessed to bring 
about community change resulting in collectively agreed upon community 
goals. The key measures that must be considered are those of Social, 
Human, Product and Natural Capital, which are defined as follows: 
 
o Social capital is a contributor of community strength and refers to the 

resources available within communities that are based upon networks 
of people within the community.  

o Human capital relates to the range of unique individual skills and 
characteristics that each individual has or may have acquired that 
influences personal wellbeing but can also affect communities and 
society as a whole.   

o Product (economic) capital relates to means of production, machinery, 
equipment, money, resources, infrastructure as well as physical 
assets of a community, such as businesses, households and physical 
infrastructure.   

o Natural capital relates to the physical and natural environment.   
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The findings of the literature review consolidated the critical need to consider 
community as a central element in building understanding relating to educational 
outcomes and aspirations. It is this context of healthy communities and the 
capitals framework, and how this plays out in relation to the schooling 
environment, that informed, framed and shaped this current research project.  
Based on the literature evidence sourced around the value and importance of 
capital to healthy communities, this research project was underpinned by the 
proposition that healthy communities (namely those communities where there is 
evidence of strong measures of human, social and product capital) will in turn 
contribute to greater levels of school “health”; enhanced outcomes, aspirations 
and school/community connection and engagement.  
 

Municipality and Study Site Characteristics1

Section 2 of the report provides a demographic analysis of each of the 
municipalities in which the study sites are located, as well as a brief overview and 
comparative analysis of educational and school statistics of relevance to each of 
the study sites.  

 

 
The inclusion of this data informed the mapping of levels of social, human and 
product capital across each of the relevant municipalities, with the following 
insights gained: 

Municipality: Study Site K 
Across this municipality, the baseline indicators for human, social and product 
capital indicate: 

 

• Low levels of ethnic cultural diversity. 
• An ageing population. 
• Low median income levels and moderately higher than average 

unemployment levels. 
• Moderate levels of accessibility to goods and services based on adopted 

rurality indices.  
• Higher than average rating on the poverty scale. 
• A rating of ‘disadvantaged’ on the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas 

(SEIFA) scale. 
• Lower than average levels of educational attainment for higher education 

but comparability in regard to certificate/trade level qualifications.  
• A positive community perception of safety within the community despite 

the fact that there is a higher per capita crime rate within this municipality 
than the state average. 

• A positive assessment in terms of being part of the community. 
• A consistently good community measurement of subjective well being. 

                                                 
1 Readers should note that the term ‘Study Site’ is used to refer to the school that was 
examined in this research project rather than the community in which the school is located. 
The relationship between school and community is explored throughout the report, with close 
interconnections, at times, blurring the link between school and community – particularly in 
communities in which the links between the school and the community are strong. 
Acknowledging this potential for definitional blurring, the term ‘Study Site’ is always a 
reference to the school itself throughout this report. 
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• An assessment of work life balance that was comparable to, but slightly 
higher than, the state wide level. 

• A view that there was a strong social support structure in place involving 
neighbours and family within this municipality. 

• Good levels of volunteering. 
• A lower than state average level of acceptance of diversity. 
• An average level of participation at both the cultural and civic level of 

engagement. 
 
Overall the municipality, in line with the characteristics of many other Victorian 
regional centres, is experiencing disadvantage across a number of key indicators 
of relevance in the measurement of human and product capital. Countering this, 
the available demographic data suggests that existing social capital is strong - 
providing a good baseline indicator of cohesive links within the community.  

Municipality: Study Sites L & M 
An analysis of the data across the municipality that houses Study Sites L & M 
shows cross-site trend consistency in regard to baseline indicators for human, 
product and social capital. The key indicators of relevance to this analysis show: 
 
 

• A large ageing population. 
• A smaller population of children and young people compared to the state 

average. 
• Low median income levels within an environment of lower than average 

unemployment rates. 
• Low levels of ethnic cultural diversity. 
• Moderate levels of accessibility to goods and services based on adopted 

rurality indices.  
• Higher than average rating on the poverty scale. 
• A rating of ‘more disadvantaged’ on the SEIFA scale – in fact the highest 

level of all municipalities involved in the research.  
• Lower than average levels of educational attainment in terms of higher 

education but near comparability to certificate/trade level qualifications.  
• A very high rating around community perception of safely within the 

community, reinforced by statistics showing  a significantly lower per 
capita crime rate within this municipality than the state average. 

• A consistently high assessment of the strength of the locality in terms of 
residents feeling part of their community. 

• A good community measurement of subjective well being comparable to 
the state average. 

• An assessment, by a majority of 55% of respondents, that work life 
balance was not as good as it needed to be and a rating for this variable 
that was lower than the state wide average. 

• Very high ratings relating to social supports available through the family, 
friends and neighbours. 

• Very high levels of volunteering. 
• A high level of acceptance of diversity. 
• Very high levels of civic and cultural participation across the municipality.  
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The demographic data for this municipality indicates that existing social and 
human capital across intangibles relating to connection, well being and 
participation is strong and provides a good baseline in terms of cohesive links 
across the community. Overall the data collected for the municipality, and 
encompassing the study sites within it, shows that the region has maintained the 
trend inherent to rural locations: disadvantage across a number of key indicators 
of relevance in the measurement of human and product capital. 

Municipality: Study Site N 
The baseline indicators for the municipality housing Study Site N mirror many of 
those already examined and documented for the other municipalities – with a 
number of trends providing an initial basic framework for considering the human 
and product capital for this location. 
 
The key indicators of relevance to this analysis show: 

• A large ageing population. 
• A smaller population of children and young people compared to the state 

average. 
• Higher than average unemployment rates. 
• Low median income levels. 
• Low levels of ethnic cultural diversity. 
• Higher than average rating on the poverty scale, disadvantage rating and 

only moderate levels of accessibility to goods and services. 
• Fewer residents who have completed higher education qualifications but 

comparability to the state average in terms of certificate/trade level 
qualifications.  

• A good rating of community perception of safety within the community. 
• A consistent assessment of the strength of the locality in terms of 

residents feeling part of their community. 
• A good community measurement of subjective well being comparable to 

the state average. 
• A lower than average rating in terms of work life balance. 
• Positive assessments relating to social supports and community 

connection. 
• Average rates of volunteering. 
• Average levels of acceptance of diversity. 
• Average rating for civic participation and good rates of participation in 

cultural activities within the municipality. 
 
The baseline data for the municipality, in line with the findings for the other 
municipalities, reinforces many existing understandings relating to regional 
communities with diminished product capital who none-the-less maintain average 
to higher than average levels of community connection and support across a 
range of indices. 

A Summary Analysis Across Municipalities 
The available demographic data across the municipalities within the study sites 
provided some helpful preliminary data through which to identify the types of 
population, economic, employment and community connection indicators likely to 
be in play, and impacting, at each of the locations.  
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All municipalities recorded a reduction in the number of young people living within 
the study site, an ageing population, lower than average income levels, a very 
small number of people born overseas and higher than average poverty and 
disadvantage levels. All locations were rated as ‘regional’ and with moderate 
levels of accessibility, however the remoteness indicators were higher overall for 
the municipality housing Study Sites L & M.  
 
A comparative analysis of the data relating to social and human capital (the less 
tangible aspects of community capital) does highlight some differences across 
municipalities. Consideration of data across the three municipalities examined 
illustrates that all, across the majority of variables, recorded significantly stronger 
ratings than the statewide average. In particular, it was at the municipality in 
which Study Sites L & M are found that the differentials were greatest, and the 
baseline indicators around community connection strongest. This finding 
reinforces trends identified in the literature around the capacity of smaller rural 
communities to balance higher levels of tangible disadvantage with strong 
connections at the community level, and a capacity to tap into community links 
and strengths to enhance overall community health and well being (Bouck, 2004; 
Jimerson, 2006).  

Existing Educational Status  
A review of information about the educational status for each of the study sites 
showed some variation across a number of indicators. These included data 
relating to: 

• School absences and retention. 
• Movement onto university. 
• Rates of deferral. 
• Movement onto TAFE/ other training options. 
• Levels of employment and unemployment post secondary school. 
• Uptake of apprenticeships. 
• The number of students whose outward destinations remain unknown. 

 
In particular, the consideration of statistical data relating to student absences, 
levels of retention and exit destinations highlighted notable variability across the 
four study sites. They showed: 
 

• Lower rates of absenteeism at Study Sites L and M. 
• Significant variation in rates of retention for Study Sites L and M (across 

Years 7 -12).   
• More Year 12 students from Study Sites L and M going on to university 

and apprenticeship/traineeships. 
• A greater proportion of early school leavers from Study Site L and M going 

onto continuing education and training, and higher rates of unemployment 
for early school leavers from Study Sites K and N. 

 
This baseline data, when combined with insights gained for community indicators 
of social, human and product capital, provided the context against which to 
consider the community capacity at each school/community – a focus of Section 
3 of the report.  
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The Voice of the Community: Summaries of Domain 
Assessment across Study Sites 
The research model used for this study was underpinned by an examination of 
community across 9 specific domains of capacity. These were the domains of: 
participation; leadership; organisational structure; problem assessment; resource 
mobilisation; ‘asking why?’; links with others; role of outside agents; and, program 
planning and development with community. Data collected for each of the study 
sites were rated against each of these domains. The specific definitions, and the 
rating scale applied for that domain, are detailed in Table 1. This Table is located 
in Section 1 of the report.  

Study Site K  
The examination of the extent to which Study Site K has established effective 
school and community connections across a range of key indicative capacity 
domains has identified a number of trends.  
 
These were: 
 
 Participation: Rating Allocated – 2 out of 3. There is a moderate level of 

reciprocal participation at this study site. Interview data highlighted some 
good connections between school and community, particularly in relation 
to service clubs, and some local businesses. The majority of this 
participation has been initiated by the school and needs to have a stronger 
reciprocal element for true community partnership to be achieved. Work 
still needs to occur at this site to maximise the establishment of a stronger 
sense of participatory partnership between the school and the community. 
There is a need to strengthen links with local council and to work closely 
with key community members to overcome barriers that remain in place 
stemming from a lack of community knowledge of, and commitment to, the 
school. 

 
 Leadership: Rating Allocated – 1 out of 3. The assessment of leadership 

has shown that leadership roles that support active reciprocal links 
between the school and community are limited at this study site. The data 
from across the study site highlights that, in addition to there being a lack 
of a proactive agenda in place (driven by school leaders) for the school to 
take a lead role in building links between the school and the community, 
there is a sense of ambivalence within the school (from the students), and 
within in the community itself, towards the importance of using leadership 
to drive change. This made the development of reciprocity in regard to this 
domain difficult. In essence a culture of leadership was not strong within 
the community or the student body itself, thereby limiting the effectiveness 
of leadership initiatives within the school in establishing reciprocal links 
across school and community. Acknowledging this however, there was 
also information provided which highlighted evidence of leadership 
potential, and of successes within the community, and within the school, 
through certain groups and individuals taking a leadership role. These 
indicators of success need to be extended to strengthen 
school/community capacity at this site.  
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 Organisational Structure: Rating Allocated – 1.5 out of 3. Data analysis 
on this domain has highlighted the fact that the school is not viewed as a 
central organisational structure within the broader community. 
Consequently there is a diminished capacity for this school to provide the 
conduit for the sharing of views and information, and for the establishment 
of networks. The school is working to facilitate greater connections 
between the community and the school environment, and to enhance 
current perceptions of the school as a key organisation within the local 
community. Issues within the broader community (generational poverty; 
unemployment; low levels of education) are impacting on participation and 
leadership and, consequent to this, on the attainment of enhanced outcomes 
in relation to organisational structure.   

 
 Problem Assessment: Rating Allocated – 1.5 out of 3. At this study site 

there were a number of examples provided of the school working, both with 
and without the community, to actively engage in problem assessment and 
resolution. Conversely a common theme found throughout the data was that 
this approach was sporadic and many problems remained unresolved linked 
to the lack of a structured process for joint issues resolution at either the 
school or the community level. There is work that needs to be undertaken to 
build networks, create a sustained culture of information sharing, problem 
identification and actions to resolve problems as part of building localised 
self-determination and power.  

 
 Resource Mobilisation: Rating Allocated – 1.5 out of 3. Resource 

availability within the Study Site K community was identified as 
problematic for a range of reasons. These included low socio-economic 
indicators, poor levels of community education, and existing connections 
with key agencies and service providers that had not achieved their 
maximum potential. Countering this, Study Site K has sought to mobilise 
resources through having external agencies come to support educational 
initiatives and through working with key agencies such as the LLEN to 
support student options and opportunities. This has been a valuable 
process and one that needs to be expanded and consolidated. Resource 
streams such as government institutions, the council and local businesses 
should be explored as possible options for mobilisation of resources. 
Additionally a focus needs to be given to proactively identifying and 
working with key community agencies with capacity in regard to physical, 
human and social resources. 

 
 ‘Asking Why?’: Rating Allocated – 2 out of 3.  Study Site K has a range of 

socio-economic and location demographics assessed as having an impact 
on levels of equity for students within that site. The data collection process 
highlighted that the school and particular groups within the community 
have worked consistently to address inequity for young people, particularly 
those disengaged from school. This has been achieved through the 
provision of alternative and flexible learning programs for improving young 
people’s educational and career options. Options such as VET and VCAL, 
as well as school based apprenticeship provide alternatives to traditional 
educational approaches. Current support from organisations, such as the 
LLEN, helps respond to the needs of young people, but ‘asking why’ 
inequities exist requires a consideration of influences across a range of 
levels - social, political, economic – and a more holistic assessment, 
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involving a greater range of community groups would allow for critical 
analysis and reflection. Achieving this level of critical insight would allow 
for the formulation of responses that include informed input from across 
the broader community. 
 

 Links with Others: Rating Allocated – 2 out of 3. Building capacity 
through the establishment of ‘Links with Others’ must invariably be 
determined by the foundational work that has been put in place in regard 
to participation, leadership and resource mobilisation. It is unquestioned 
that the school has worked to establish a range of links with the 
community – business, parents, organisations (government and non 
government). However gaps remain with local council, key businesses 
and the broader community. Network development needs to continue, and 
to strengthen, to maximise optimum outcomes in regard to this domain for 
this Study Site. 
 

 Role of Outside Agents: Rating allocated 1.5 out of 3. Achieving a high 
rating in this domain requires a capacity to understand the nature and 
scope of the service network and to build extensive connection within and 
across communities, as well as with key groups and agencies external to 
the local community. This has happened to some extent across this study 
site through the mechanism of the LLEN and a small number of local 
businesses. Building bridging pathways across communities and agencies 
has not been uniformly and consistently achieved at the study site and 
additional work is needed to ensure that this domain is strengthened. A 
focus needs to be on the development and implementation of strategies 
likely to create sustainable connections with, between and across a 
broader range of organisations.  
 

 Program Planning and Development with Community: Rating 
allocated 2 out of 3. While community involvement in school council 
provides a foundational level of program planning and development with 
community at this study site, stronger links are needed to develop 
reciprocal relationships between the school and the community. Strategies 
such as strengthening links between the school and parents, building 
wider community interest and knowledge about the school, building links 
with community organisations, disseminating information about the 
integral role of the school to the community, and making the school a hub 
for the community to use will help to build partnership and facilitate 
community involvement in program planning and development. 

 
Provided overleaf is a visual measure of the outcomes for this study site 
across each of the nine domains of capacity building – it highlights both the 
strengths and the challenges for this study site in building reciprocal 
connections and partnership. 
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Study Site L  
The examination of Study Site L has found extremely high capacity levels across 
all domains. These findings are in close alignment with the indicators of 
community well being that were measured in the demographic data for this site 
(outlined in detail in Section 2 of this report). The key findings across each of the 
nine domains for this study site were: 
 

• Participation: Rating Allocated 3 out of 3. There was consistent evidence 
provided at this study site of strong participatory ties between the school 
and the community in which it is housed. This was facilitated by the fact 
that the school provides education across P – 12 and, as a consequence, 
the majority of the community have a connection with the school. There 
was a dominant view held that student aspirations and educational 
outcomes were dependent on: strong partnerships; a culture of viewing 
education as a valued aspect of a successful community; consistent and 
overt acknowledgement of educational achievements across the 
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community; and, embedded participatory reciprocity through participation 
and partnership. 

 
The amount of input required by teaching staff within this type of 
participatory relationship was identified by participants. While there were 
no measurable impacts identified in relation to issues of privacy, boundary 
blurring and worker burnout for this domain, these issues were raised as 
having some potential for impacting on maintaining levels of participation 
into the longer term.   

 
• Leadership: Rating Allocated 3 out of 3. Study Site L provided many 

examples of strong leadership, and a whole of community acceptance of 
leadership as a means through which to build capacity and enhance 
community outcomes – one of which is building aspirations for young 
people in the town.  The data specific to this site shows that leadership 
relationships are reciprocal and there is no differentiation made between 
school and broader community leadership – leadership is viewed as a 
whole of community domain, with the capacity to enhance a range of 
community outcomes. 

 
While a few key players in the community (including the school principal) 
appear to have more active leadership roles, there was also evidence of 
leadership roles being picked up by individuals from a range of 
backgrounds and areas of interest. Study Site L was found to work to 
actively foster leadership potential in students and there was also 
evidence that efforts are being made to ensure that leadership and 
associated skills are fostered and shared amongst those who are 
interested and willing to take these roles on. At this study site research 
participants were able to provide specific examples of instances in which 
community leadership was used to support and help connect students at 
risk of disengaging from school. 
 
 

• Organisational Structure: Allocated 3 out of 3. There was an 
assessment made, from those in the community, that Study Site L forms a 
major hub within the community. The physical resources provided by 
Study Site L were valued by all those involved in data collection and were 
seen as providing a conduit for the community to come together to 
network, share ideas, identify community need and take collective action. 

 
• Problem Assessment: Allocated 2.5 out of 3. Overall, the processes and 

structures in place between Study Site L and the community to identify 
potential problems, assess the nature of these, and use this assessment 
to put in place strategies for change, were effective. There were, in fact, 
examples provided in which the proactive approach used by Study Site L 
was shown to not only address existing problems but, also, to help reduce 
the likelihood of problems arising.  Study Site L, in a collaborative 
approach involving the community, is establishing programs (education 
and pastoral) that are having a measurable impact on reducing 
absenteeism, early school leaving and which improve student aspirations  
and educational outcomes overall. It was identified that, while not 
education specific, there is a community-wide problem with underage 
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drinking within the community for which there are few response strategies 
in place. It was also noted that some of the problem responses at the site 
were dependent on action by teachers and other community members 
who, given the nature of the issues, were not always the most appropriate 
support people to address the problem. This disconnect is caused by the 
degree of rural isolation and the limited accessibility to relevant 
professionals that impacts on service support options at Study Site L. 

 
• Resource Mobilisation: Allocated 3 out of 3. The analysis of the domain 

of resource mobilisation for Study Site L shows a well developed and 
complementary mechanism of shared support for students – and the wider 
community. The study site actively draws upon the skills and knowledge 
base of the local community to improve the educational opportunities and 
aspirations of students. At the same time the study site ensures that high 
levels of reciprocal resource sharing occurs to benefit the wider 
community. This reciprocal approach to identifying and capturing 
resources further develops the organisational structure of the school, and 
builds valuable connection with the community. The close link identified at 
this site between resource mobilisation and the enhanced capacity of the 
study site to meet the aspiration of students was a significant finding in 
regard to the objectives of this research project. 

 
 ‘Asking Why?’: Allocated 3 out of 3. The location and size of Study Site L 

is a significant issue in terms of potential inequities for the student body. 
Given these external indicators of potential inequity and disadvantage, it is 
particularly important to ‘ask why’ inequities exist and to consider 
mechanisms through which to address these. Study Site L has actively 
sought to prevent disadvantage through developing a school-community 
commitment to addressing potential inequalities and fostering learning. To 
this end the study site has applied a range of strategies and techniques 
including: introducing more a varied and flexible learning curriculum; using 
the knowledge bases in the community as a foundation from which to 
actively work with the young people; and, using community based options 
to better understand and address why students might disengage from the 
school experience. These strategies have worked to mitigate the chances 
of students disengaging from education, and the school. 

 
 Links with Others: Allocated 3 out of 3. The data collected for this domain 

highlights that the school and the community in Study Site L have 
established strong networks that capitalise widely on the available, 
‘human’ resources and organisations in the town and surrounding district. 
Despite its size and location, the town and school operate using a model 
in which the community, and the organisations within it, provide direct and 
indirect support and capital to address the needs of young people and to 
support their continued engagement with the education system.  

 
 Role of Outside Agents:  Allocated 3 out of 3.  Study Site L has 

established some good supports with outside agents (located both within 
and outside its local community) to assist young people with their 
educational and career options. Study Site L, in partnership with the 
community, has been successful in establishing a range of connections 
between and across groups to improve potential educational options, build 
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on physical resources and broaden links to organisations outside of the 
immediate community (working to build human, social and product capital 
at the site).  

 
More regular service provision from specialised agencies located outside 
the community would be advantageous. However, the study site has 
shown a capacity to tap into resources from within the local region help to 
improve community options through the mechanism of outside agents. 

 
 Program Planning and Development with Community: Allocated 3 out 

of 3. Study Site L facilitates program planning and development with 
community through the strong leadership, participation and resource 
mobilisation that are evident between, and within, the school and the 
community. There are various processes (both formal and informal) in 
place that ensure reciprocity between the two, forming the basis for 
change within the school and community.  

 
The Figure provided below is a visual measure of the outcomes for this study site 
in terms of the research model developed for testing through interview and data 
analysis. It maps the extent to which the school, the broader community and the 
community external to the site location have worked together, in a partnership 
approach, to enhance the well being of the school community, and through this, 
create an environment likely to enhance aspirations and educational outcomes. 
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Study Site M  
Study Site M rated variably across the nine capacity domains measured for this 
study. The study site achieved high ratings in regard to leadership and 
participation, with some capacity for strategy implementation to bring about 
change identified in other areas examined as part of data collection.   
 
A summary overview of the findings for this site shows the following: 
 

• Participation: Rating Allocated 3 out of 3. There were definitive examples 
provided across this study site illustrating embedded levels of reciprocal 
participation between the school and community. There are strong links in 
place between the school and businesses in the town, with sports clubs, 
between the town and the young people within it, and between teaching 
staff at the school and the broader community. There is a strong sense at 
this site that high levels of participation are an inevitable (and appropriate) 
consequence of the complex familial, work, historical and community 
connections that are an inherent part of the community. There were some 
early indications flagging that the traditional roles and expectations around 
school/community links are being challenged by an ageing population and 
workforce, by the shift in the focus of the school (changes in the 
curriculum) and the introduction of newer residents who are perceived as 
less committed to contributing to the participatory bonds between the 
school and the community. 

 
• Leadership: Rating Allocated 3 out of 3. The data collected for Study Site 

M on leadership in the school and in the community, and the impact that 
this leadership has had on enhancing options for young people, was 
consistently positive. Independent of each other, both the school and the 
broader community have clear leadership roles, while there is evidence of 
strong overlap between the two to produce change – and to ensure that in 
each environment, there is sufficient support for success. There is some 
question as to whether leadership succession at the student level could be 
further developed in Study Site M. As well, the strength of the current 
leadership roles, particularly within the community, may lose some 
momentum in the future with the ageing population at this site. This was 
raised as a cause of concern in relation to the ongoing capacity to 
maintain the current level of leadership for Study Site M.  
 

• Organisational Structure: Allocated 2 out of 3. There were a number of 
examples provided throughout data analysis for this domain of the broader 
community using the school facilities for community based activities. 
There were also numerous examples provided of community members 
coming into the site for a range of educational and school support 
initiatives. This trend provided a validation of the inter-relationships that 
were identified as being in place when examining participation and 
leadership for this study site. This use of the school organisational 
structure was not assessed, however, as representing a consistent 
mechanism through which the community could facilitate the sharing of 
ideas and networking. While ideas sharing/networking did occur, it was 
incidental rather than as a result of the Site being a structural ‘hub’ for 
community interactions and for providing a catalyst for networking, ideas 
sharing and link building across groups and organisations. This role is 
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more consistently allocated to sporting venues at this study site.  The fact 
that there are increasing numbers of new residents moving into the 
community in which Study Site M is located, and the assessment that they 
are disconnected from education, was viewed as having some impact on 
maximising outcomes in regard to this domain. 

 
• Problem Assessment: Allocated 2 out of 3. The data specific to Study 

Site M mapped a range of problems, some of which, such as lack of 
transport, few non-sport based recreational activities and limited access to 
specialist services, are consequential to rural living in small townships. 
These issues are recognised by community members but there are limited 
response strategies in place to address them. In regard to problems 
specific to education, and strategies to minimise levels of school 
disengagement, the school and the broader community have worked to 
identify and assess problems – and implement approaches that involve 
the school and the community working collaboratively to improve 
opportunities for young people, and to reduce the chance of them 
disengaging from school. 

 
• Resource Mobilisation: Allocated 2 out of 3. Study Site M showed a 

good capacity to mobilise resources to help foster the achievement of the 
young people in town. Much of the mobilisation related to accessing 
existing human and social resources, such as those available through 
using community organisations for support in expanding employment 
options, providing mentoring and seeking support to help meet the 
aspirations of young people in the town. The resource mobilisation that 
occurs at this site is reciprocal, with the school providing support to the 
community and sharing its skill base, particularly those of teaching staff. 
Acknowledging this, there is evidence that the mobilisation of resources in 
the community has waned in recent years, due to hardships experienced 
with the drought and the impact of this on the agricultural industry. As well, 
some new residents into the town are viewed by many as less active 
contributors in the town, thereby diminishing capacity for resource 
mobilisation. Study Site M continues to work to respond to the needs of 
the younger population, and to mobilise existing resources to support 
different educational options for students. 

 
• ‘Asking Why?’: Allocated 2.5 out of 3. There is a clear and overtly stated 

expectation at Study Site M that students will achieve and do well as part 
of their involvement at the school and in the community. This has been a 
critical factor in this domain which requires the school and the community 
to ‘Ask Why’ inequities (in student outcomes) exist and to put in place 
response strategies to address these. Inequalities relating to education 
access (that are common to rural locations) have been addressed through 
the use of technologies, while increased educational on-site options have 
been put in place through the provision of VET and VCAL and measures 
such as work placement with community.  Good community links mean 
that apprenticeship options are supported, and, wherever possible, 
pursued from within the community. The expectation from both the school 
and the community regarding educational attainment has had an impact 
on uptake and outcomes across the study site.  
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• Links with Others: Allocated 2.5 out of 3. Study Site M has long 
established, strong networks in place with the local community that 
capitalise on the resources (including human and other resources) in the 
town to support young people and their educational outcomes and 
aspirations. The identified strength of these links was that they were 
assessed, by all participant groups involved in data collection, to be 
reciprocal. This significantly enhanced the benefit that these links provided 
as all parties were able to conceptualise the benefits of connection 
through the lens of their own place within the community. While there is 
some suggestion that the profile of the community and the study site (new 
residents, aging population) may be altering, the strength and importance 
of existing connections was not assessed as having altered at the time of 
data collection. Assuming maintenance of existing levels of leadership, 
participation and resource mobilisation, there was no evidence provided to 
indicate that these links would not be sustained for the benefit of the 
school and the greater community. 

 
• Role of Outside Agents:  Allocated 2.5 out of 3.  There are well 

established and strong connections with a small number of outside agents 
at this study site. The central connects are with education, employment 
and training support agencies who are involved with the school to help 
support the educational and employment needs and aspirations of the 
town’s young people (eg LLEN & related programs). There has been 
some sustained network building undertaken by the study site to access 
the resources available within its local community and create an enhanced 
role for outside agents. There are clearly limits to the number and breadth 
of outside agents that are being accessed in Study Site M. The extent to 
which this is an access issue and/or an issue around the need to expand 
networks and explore available service options remains unclear. There is, 
none-the-less evidence that the school and the community have, within 
the framework of accessible services, been proactive in seeking out 
options, and managing to optimise access to, and availability of, service 
options for young people within the community.  

 
• Program Planning and Development with Community: Allocated 2.5 

out of 3. There is evidence that there is program planning and 
development with community at a range of levels at this study site. 
Formally it occurs through involvement in the school Council providing a 
means through which parents and community members are able to 
proactively plan for implementation of programs and strategies. Informally, 
it occurs through the partnership activities in place with local community 
members, agencies, organisations and businesses. Commitment to 
education, and achieving good outcomes, is seen as important within the 
community and this is evident in the parental support that is afforded the 
school. There was capacity identified for a greater level of formalisation of 
program planning and development with community processes. However 
the current model provides a good structure from which to develop and 
expand the roles and responsibilities of the school into the broader 
community.   

 
The following Figure provides a diagram that maps the outcomes across each of 
the nine domains for this study site. It enables the reader to capture, at a glance, 
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the strengths in place at the study site in relation to human, social and product 
capital as well as the areas that need to be focused on for capacity building into 
the future.  
 
 

 

Study Site N  
Study Site N is the final site for which results are provided across the nine 
capacity domains. This study site achieved variable results in terms of the 
capacity levels measured during data collection. A brief summary of findings 
across each domain is provided below: 
 

• Participation: Rating Allocated 1.5 out of 3. Data from Study Site N has 
helped identify a location that is working to build capacity in regard to 
participation, against a backdrop of poor pre-existing connections between 
the school and the community. This is due to a range of factors including: 
historical views of the reputation and achievements of the school being 
less than optimum; a level of disconnection between families within the 
community and the education system; limited forward planning by local 
council and by other organisations to work with the study site to 
proactively plan to address needs of young people; and, the failure to view 
the school as a potential key conduit for community involvement and 
connection. There have been some important moves in recent times to 
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address this level of disconnect and this appears to be building 
momentum, with connections between the community (especially local 
businesses) starting to improve. Despite difficulties identified at this study 
site in regard to this domain, the school and the community have 
developed a range of activities aimed at enhancing interactions and 
participation into the longer term. These include volunteers coming to the 
school to speak to students on a range of issues, the provision of 
employment options for young people wishing to leave school and links 
with service agencies. These are all positive developments toward the 
building of reciprocal connection between the study site and the broader 
community.  

 
• Leadership: Rating Allocated 2 out of 3. A number of examples of 

leadership were identified at Study Site N. There was a consistent 
assessment made at this site that the leadership at the study site itself 
was providing a clear direction into the future and a sense of where 
connection with community through participation and leadership needed to 
occur. The view that the principal at this study site was an important driver 
in enhancing connection, and was providing strategies to achieve this was 
also consistently expressed. There were a number of examples provided 
of leadership in place in the community, as well as assessments that key 
bodies such as the council needed to develop clearer leadership and 
direction, particularly in regard to meeting the needs of young people 
within the town. In recent times there has been an increased emphasis on 
building leadership among students at the study site and in using this as a 
means through which to build connection with the wider community. The 
study found limited evidence that the leadership structure in place at the 
school and in the community has strong reciprocal elements, or is being 
used collaboratively to build connection to enhance/support the 
aspirations of young people. 
 

• Organisational Structure: Allocated 1.5 out of 3. There is evidence that 
the use of organisational structure to enhance interactions with community 
at Study Site N has, until recently, been limited. The school has not 
traditionally provided a catalyst for building networks and creating 
connection across groups and communities. There has been some shift in 
this in recent times with greater opportunity for better school-community 
structures within the physical environs of the school. Links with parents of 
students at the school have been encouraged and there have been 
increasing instances of use of the infrastructure to connect with the 
broader community, and organisations within in it. This is a process that is 
in the developmental stages and one likely to continue to grow and 
strengthen through school-community based activities in which the 
physical environs of the school generate joint activities and shared goals. 

 
• Problem Assessment: Allocated 1.5 out of 3. Study Site N is a location 

with measurable levels of socio-economic disadvantage, rurality and 
limited employment opportunity. There is evidence that some of these 
issues, particularly those that occur within the school environs, are being 
addressed through the use of a collaborative approach that taps into, and 
builds on, existing community connections. However, other issues 
impacting within the school, and across the larger community, have not 
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been addressed through the application of a structured process of 
problem assessment and strategy implementation. Increased levels of 
community leadership and collaborative problem assessment involving 
key stakeholders from the community and from Study Site N, may help to 
recognise and better address this in the future.  

 
• Resource Mobilisation: Allocated 1.5 out of 3. There are examples of 

where the resources in Study Site N are being identified and mobilised to 
achieve greater outcomes for young people at the school. However, the 
approach is being hindered somewhat by (a) the school’s inability to fully 
achieve or integrate the community’s resources back into the school, and 
(b) the reticence of community (selected elements within it) to more 
willingly share the resources and skills that it has to enhance opportunity 
for the young people within the town. While change is occurring, and the 
school is playing a role in the facilitation of this, there is more work that 
needs to be done to maximise levels of resource mobilisation. This will be 
the first step toward developing any level of reciprocity for resource 
mobilisation at this study site. Success in this domain is likely to be 
facilitated by a strengthening across other domains related to building 
community partnership.  

 
• ‘Asking Why?’: Allocated 2 out of 3. Study Site N, through the 

mechanism of the school curriculum, and a range of other vocationally 
based programs, is trying to redress the issues of inequality for students. 
Running VET & VCAL alongside VCE has helped to widen the options for 
students at school and this, together with other programs, has been 
observed by some to improve school retention and completion rates. 
Despite this, and outside of the school, there are still notable problems 
with disengaged youth and those with limited employment options. A 
holistic approach that comprises strong leadership, greater connection 
across community and a targeted response strategy is needed to achieve 
sustained change and to meet identified need. 

 
• Links with Others: Allocated 1.5 out of 3. There was evidence collected 

throughout the research process that showed a growth in the number and 
type of social and inter-organisational links that have developed between 
the school and the community at Study Site N, particularly in recent times. 
In some instances (such as school-parent links) these have received 
greater focus and attention in recent times as part of the recognition of the 
need to build stronger links. There are however a number of instances in 
Study Site N where the links with other organisations and local business 
and tradespeople could be explored and developed further to maximise 
opportunities for students and young people in the town. It is critical that 
these initial links mature to a point where they represent stronger alliances 
and partnerships jointly committed to achieving change for young people. 
From a community development perspective, this domain represents the 
capacity to create the types of alliances that strengthen partnership and 
provide the foundation for collective action for change.   

 
• Role of Outside Agents:  Allocated 2 out of 3 A range of valuable 

relationships have been established between the school and outside 
agents in the local community. These include businesses, community 
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groups and youth based services and organisations. These connections 
with agents outside the school community itself represent a capacity to 
identify and access the range of resources and opportunities that exist 
outside the study site itself. There were some links created between the 
study site and outside agents from across the region but these were 
limited. They need to be expanded to maximise the potential for greater 
access to an increased range of social, human and financial resources.  

 
• Program Planning and Development with Community: Allocated 1.5 

out of 3. The school, and key people in the community for Study Site N, 
are working to facilitate change and, through this, achieve a greater level 
of program planning and development with community. However wider 
community support is minimal and this mitigates the capacity for informal 
processes of program planning to be achieved. Greater connection 
between the school and the community (through parents and with others 
in the wider community), would improve these connections. It would also 
provide the basis for developing the level of connection and commitment 
needed to maximise outcomes in regard to this domain. 

 
This final map, set out in the Figure below, again depicts a collation of the 
findings across the nine domains for the study Site and presents them visually. 
This will facilitate the conceptualisation of how the study site is operating in terms 
of current capacity and areas needing attention to enhance school/ community 
capital.  
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Conclusion from Findings Across Four Sites   
As part of this study, characteristics of four target communities were identified and 
documented. The insights gained through the research provided a basis from which 
to measure the impacts of community – school relationships on student aspirations 
and outcomes. The data collected for this research reinforced literature review 
findings, and provided evidence that: 
 

• Good community relationships are able to mitigate the negative impacts of 
rurality on educational aspirations for young people. Building these 
relationships was found to be supported when there were high levels of 
participation within, and across, the school and the broader community.   

• Student aspirations are enhanced by a strong student/ teacher/community 
interface. 

• Engagement in extra-curricula activity helps the development of student 
aspirations as it supports the building of a sense of identity with the school, 
and a level of belonging and attachment. 

• Sound reciprocal links between school and community foster greater levels of 
school-community satisfaction among young people. Building these types of 
reciprocal links is supported through: the embedded use of the school as a 
meeting point, and a place to network and make connections; effective 
resource mobilisation supported by a strong school-community interface; 
and, community involvement in program planning and development at a 
range of levels.  

• Successful partnerships are underpinned by: 1) a school principal who 
pushes community engagement; 2) openness to involvement to community; 
and, 3) reciprocal, open and willing connection across school and community. 

• Building student aspirations is supported when there is a ‘collective’ 
community, rather than just having some individuals within it who are 
committed to supporting students. This can be built through strong and 
consistent leadership – both within the school, and within the community.  

• Healthy schools and communities can help build enhanced aspirational goals 
for young people, with the levels of health characterised by: ongoing dialogue 
with community; a shared vision; tapping into community-school strengths; 
and, establishing bridging links across services and organisations.  

 
The extent to which each of the study sites showed evidence of these characteristics 
was assessed through the mechanism of the nine community capacity domains. 
These characteristics were found to be consistently present at Study Site L, to be 
variably present at Study Site M, and to be moderately to minimally present at Study 
Sites N and K.  
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
A clear finding to emerge was that those sites whose results (statistical, and derived 
from student/teacher/community feedback) consistently showed better outcomes, 
linked to student setting aspirational goals across a range of options, including Year 
12 completions, vocational destinations such as apprenticeships and traineeships 
and employment, were those sites in which characteristics of strong reciprocal 
connection with community were found to be present. 
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Recommendations for Building Participation: 
 

That key leaders within a school (and in particular school principals) formally 
include as part of their role, portfolio responsibility for the development of 
community partnerships. As part of the professional development process for 
achieving this goal, school leaders should seek mentoring support from school 
leaders in schools that have been successful in developing strong 
school/community connections. 

Recommendation 1: 

 

That School Councils establish a sub committee with the specific role of working 
to develop strategies aimed at enhanced community engagement and 
partnership. 

Recommendation 2: 

 
 

Areas of responsibility that should be discussed for possible inclusion in portfolio 
areas for school staff, and for school council sub committees working toward 
building connection with community include: 

Points for consideration in regard to Recommendation 1 & 2: 

• community education processes;  
• the development of protocols with local council and small business around 

school and community connections; and,  
• mechanisms for enhanced parental involvement and skill sharing within 

the school. 
  

Recommendations for Building Leadership: 
 

That the school put in place policies outlining their commitment to work with a 
range of stakeholders to establish leadership roles for young people within the 
school. This approach needs to include an overt commitment to working with 
young people to increase levels of student involvement in key leadership roles 
within the school, and across the broader community. 

Recommendation 3: 

 

That the school, as part of their planning and development cycles, identify 
community leaders within their local community and meet with them to discuss 
opportunities for leadership and involvement in school based activities. This 
negotiation should include clear reciprocal benefits for all parties to help shape 
the perception of the school as an important and beneficial part of the community. 

Recommendation 4: 

 
Recommendations for Organisational Structure: 
 

That consideration is given in planning at the school for ways in which to make 
the school facility available as a community venue. The rationale for this is to 
provide a mechanism through which the community can come together to 
network, build connections and interact. This process will facilitate the community 
conceptualising the school as a key mechanism through which community 
connection can be enhanced and strengthened. 

Recommendation 5: 
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Recommendations for Problem Assessment: 
 

That work is undertaken, involving young people, parents and key community 
leaders to address issues of youth disengagement – both within the school and 
across the broader community. The agenda in this process should be to 
acknowledge the need for problem solving through networking, open expression 
of views and joint problem solving. 

Recommendation 6: 

 
Recommendations for Resource Mobilisation: 
 

That potential resources within the local community be mapped so that 
awareness of options around resource availability are maximised. This process 
will need to include the involvement of key bodies of relevance to individual 
communities. 

Recommendation 7: 

 
Recommendations for the Role of Outside Agents: 
 

That potential connections and resources beyond the local community be 
mapped and documented to ensure that all possible options for bringing 
resources external to the local community into that community are identified. This 
mapping should include consideration of a range of government departments, 
community service agencies and groups. This process should also include a 
strategy for contacting these identified groups and discussing compatibility 
between their resource bases and the needs of the school and the community. 

Recommendation 8: 

 

That work be undertaken to ensure that the school and their community have a 
working knowledge of the types of outreach models that are in place for the 
delivery of a range of services including primary health and welfare support. As a 
number of agencies operate using ‘Hub and Spoke’ models and ‘Fly in - Fly Out’ 
services, knowledge of these options is critical to ensure that schools and 
communities are able to access specialist services, regardless of rurality status. 

Recommendation 9: 

 
Recommendation for Program Planning and Development with 
Community: 
 

That the school work with parents and the broader community to identify 
strategies to increase community input into program development and delivery at 
their site. This should in addition to the formal mechanism of school council to 
expand the number of people from the community who are able to have input into 
planning, to maximise opportunities for young people to achieve their aspirations.  

Recommendation 10: 

 
In addition to the recommendations, a list of resources to support change and 
strengthen community relationships is available in Section 5 of the full report. 
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The Research Project 
 

Introduction 
In August 2010, the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 
Grampians Region, invited researchers at the University of Ballarat to develop a 
proposal to conduct research to investigate how community factors influence 
educational attainment and school retention in regional communities.  

Following submission of a proposal, the University of Ballarat was contracted to 
undertake the research. The project commenced in late 2010 with the primary 
aim to enhance the understanding of the ways in which community – and other 
relevant factors – might affect and influence secondary school student aspirations 
and destinations, with particular emphasis on students from rural areas.  The 
focus was motivated by a consistent disparity in the nature of exit destinations 
observed in some communities within the Grampians Region. This disparity did 
not reflect the availability of further education and training opportunities in these 
communities – thereby prompting the exploration of other potential influencers on 
outcomes across localities.   
 
The research sought to undertake this examination through a specific exploration 
of a range of community and school factors and a subsequent analysis of the 
extent to which these factors may impact on student aspirations and, linked to 
these, the nature of their post school destinations. In particular, an examination of 
how the local community context may have an influence on educational 
attainment among adolescents was undertaken.  
 
Representative towns from two Local Learning and Employment Networks 
(LLENs) were the focus of data collection and community comparisons for this 
study. These regions were chosen as they provided evidence (as found in the 
annual DEECD ‘On Track’ data from recent years) of significant variability in 
school leaver and onward destination data.  Within this geographical context four 
specific regional communities were targeted for examination. These four sites 
were all located in regional Victoria, with two study sites rated as Accessible 
Rural Centres (located within Moderately Accessible municipalities) and two 
study sites rated as Moderately Accessible Remote locations based on available 
rural and remoteness indicator measures2

 
.  

A brief overview of approximate population levels and remoteness rating for each 
study site is provided below with detailed demographic and school based 
quantitative data provided in Section 2 of this report.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 The remoteness measures used for classification of each of the study sites were the Rural, 
Remote and Metropolitan Areas classification (RRMA) and the Accessibility/Remoteness 
Index for Australia (ARIA). Specific classification ratings for these measures are detailed in 
the Glossary section of this report. 
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 Population Range Remoteness Rating 
 

Study Site K 7000  -  9000 Accessible Rural Centre within a Moderately 
Accessible Municipality 

 

Study Site L 500  -  1000 Moderately Accessible Remote Location  
Study Site M 1000  - 2000  Moderately Accessible Remote Location 

 

Study Site N 6000  -  8000  Accessible Rural Centre within a Moderately 
Accessible Municipality 

 

 
Readers should note that the term ‘Study Site’ is used to refer to the school that 
was examined in this research project rather than the community in which the 
school is located. The relationship between school and community is explored 
throughout the report, with close interconnections, at times, blurring the link 
between school and community – particularly in communities in which the links 
between the school and the community are strong. Acknowledging this potential 
for definitional blurring, the term ‘Study Site’ is always a reference to the school 
itself throughout this report. 
 
The key objectives for the project were to:  
 

1. Review the national and international literature about community 
influences (with particular reference to rural settings) on the aspirations, 
educational achievements and destinations of secondary students. 
 

2. Review the national and international literature on the most effective 
community programs that can positively influence the aspirations, 
educational achievements and destinations of secondary students. 

 
3. Identify factors (particularly community factors, including the socio cultural 

environment) that positively and negatively influence the aspirations, 
educational and destination outcomes of high school students in the 
selected towns and regions. 
 

4. Identify the characteristics operating the rural community where students 
perform well in educational achievements and destinations.  

5. Recommend programs and strategies about community-based 
approaches to improved educational achievements and destinations. 

6. Publish findings of this research in refereed journals. 

Methodology 
This need to gain insights specific to locations and site contexts drove the 
methodological approach and resulted in the application of a qualitative 
methodology supported by a mixed methods data collection process. The 
methods applied included the development and application of a capacity 
measurement model (a copy of this is provided as part of the following sub 
section of this report), the use of interviews and focus groups, the analysis of 
available national and international literature, and the collection of extant data 
(e.g. ABS, School Report data). 
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Ethics approval to conduct the interviews for this research was granted by the 
University of Ballarat’s Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) to ensure 
compliance with the ethical considerations and procedures when conducting 
research and collecting data from research participants (Approval No. A10-134). 
Approval to conduct this research was also sought and granted from DEECD, 
Education, Policy and Research Division (App. No. 2010-000985). 

Methodological Limitations 
The key methodological limitations relevant to this project relate to three specific 
areas: 

1. Quantitative data availability specific to study sites. The fact that 
the sites were located within small rural townships created some data 
availability issues. All towns were classified as either being Moderately 
Accessible at the town itself, or in terms of the municipality in which 
they were located. Their rurality classifications ranged from R3 (other 
remote area) to Rem1 (Remote Zone) under the selected rurality 
classification indexes3

 

. This impacted on the capacity of researchers to 
access demographic data specific to each town through extant 
databases. While extensive data was available at the municipality level 
(and has been included in Section 2 of this report), there was not a 
capacity to uniformly provide town only demographic analysis relevant 
to each of the towns in which the study sites were housed.  

2. The scope of qualitative data collected. The interview process 
involved extensive data collection with a broad selection of participants 
across the four sites. Data collection was conducted until it was 
assessed that there was consistency in the types of themes emerging 
in response to interview questions. Once participant numbers had 
reached 106, a decision was made to cease data collection, both for 
resourcing reasons, and because of the difficulty encountered in 
recruiting young people who had disengaged from the school system. 
The potential to have interviewed greater numbers from this cohort 
across the four study sites needs to be overtly stated. Acknowledging 
this, researchers assessed, in making their decision, that the scope of 
data collection, and the range of participants from different areas (staff, 
students, parents, community members, LLEN staff, early school 
leavers) interviewed during the study, allowed for data validity through 
source triangulation. Making this assessment does not however 
negate the possibility that some voices were not heard across all study 
sites around the issues under investigation.  

 

3. The capacity to unequivocally link community factors and 
educational outcomes. The model developed for data collection 
(outlined in a later sub section of this report) clearly targeted the 
measurement of community factors of relevance to capacity building. 
This measurement then provided the basis for tracking the capacity 
status of each site. The data collection tools and rating scales were 
developed with a very strong focus on the school/community 
relationship and were based on available national and international 
literature and theoretical frameworks of relevance to the measurement 
of community capacity – an approach which strengthened 

                                                 
3  Refer to Glossary for specific breakdown of these. 
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understanding of the community factors likely to impact on educational 
outcomes. Acknowledging this strength, the model did not explicitly 
measure other potential impacting factors outside of the 
community/school environment. 

Research Design and Methods 
 
To gain insights into the specific community issues of relevance to the study sites 
chosen for this research, a model was developed against which to measure 
levels of community capacity – both as they related to existing community 
capacity and in regard to the school and community links. A diagrammatic 
depiction of this model is provided as Figure 1 - an A3 foldout on page 6 of this 
report.  
 
The Model & the Rationale  
The decision to develop a model to shape and inform this research study 
collection was based on extensive discussion with staff from the Grampians office 
of the DEECD. As a result of these discussions it was determined that the 
approach to underpin the study needed to reflect a range of key characteristics to 
ensure that the research captured the critical elements of community 
development theory, while enabling an effective measurement of educational 
attainment and aspirations linked to community. Additionally discussions 
highlighted that any model applied to the research needed to contain a number of 
foundational characteristics to maximise capacity to gain previously unavailable 
insights. It was determined that the research needed to be: 
 

• exploratory and naturalistic; 
• based on a clear conceptualisation of community through locality, context, 

interconnectedness, belonging,  aspirations and attainment; 
• strengthened by the use of multiple data sources; 
• able to ensure that equal weight was given to lay explanations of what is 

happening in local communities; 
• underpinned by the use of a definition of educational attainment and 

aspirations that worked across broad categories –  retention, VCE scores, 
transition to training, employment and higher education; and, 

• non prescriptive – moving away from risk and protection to exploration and 
evidence informed response strategies.  

 

Subsequently the model that was developed encompassed all of these 
characteristics and, using a number of theoretical sources, comprised three key 
elements.  

Element 1 - Measuring Existing Capital 
In the first instance, a quantitative analysis was undertaken, based on ABS data 
and a resiliency measurement framework, to measure existing human, social and 
product capital at each of the study sites.  Specific detail defining and explaining 
each of these types of capital is provided in the literature review section of this 
report. Additionally, a range of other secondary data was accessed and reviewed 
to support measurement of this element, including school based outcomes data 
and regional data specific to each of the study sites. 
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Element 2 – Determining School and Community Capacity 
The model allowed for the concurrent measurement, through the use of 
qualitative methods of interview/focus group techniques, of levels of community 
and school capacity.  
 
Achieving subjective insights into the community and school capacity, and how 
this was perceived to impact on aspirations and educational outcomes, was 
pivotal in assessing the role of community factors in influencing aspirations and 
outcomes. Targeting a wide range of participants enabled the study to collect the 
stories of community members (both within the school and across the wider 
community). Without the capacity to gain insights into the views of people living 
the experience, it is impossible to understand the full scope of what works and 
what doesn’t – and why. 
 
Data collection for this element of the research was conducted between 
September 2010 and June 2011 with a total of 106 individuals (school staff, 
students, parents, community members, early school leavers, LLEN staff and 
youth workers) involved in interviews/focus groups.  
 
This element of the model referenced the work of Labonte & Laverack (2001a; 
2001b) as the framework for the measurement of levels of community capacity.  
 

The Model: Defining the Domains 
Labonte and Laverack (2001a; 2001b), in their analysis of processes and 
domains for measuring capacity building in health promotion identified nine 
domains that are important for the enhancement of community capacity. These 
are: participation; leadership; organisational structure; problem assessment; 
resource mobilisation; ability to ask ‘why’?; links to others; the role of outside 
agencies; and, community control over program management. In their work 
Labonte and Laverack also provided a potential rating scale for assessing the 
extent to which these domains were in place in a local community.  The central 
elements of this work were adopted for this study, as relevant to the research 
context and, with some modification, to measure the school/community 
relationship at each of the study sites.  The rating scale provided in their 2001b 
paper was modified to accommodate both the context of this research and the 
location/size of the sites included in the study.  
 
The revised rating scale was established at a range between 1 (indicating a low 
rating for the individual determinant) and 3 (indicating a high rating for the 
individual determinant) and all interview data collected was rated against each of 
nine domains. The ratings achieved were collated to assess the existing capacity 
of the study site to build strong school/community relationships. These findings 
are provided in Section 3 of this report. 
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Student Characteristics5 
• Levels of Engagement – Academic, community, school 
• Student Aspirations  - influences, actual, school 

dimensions, social/community dimensions 
• Level of volunteerism 
• Parental & community involvement 

Case Study Sites X 4 

Existing Community Capital Status 1, 2 
 

Human    Social  Product 
Knowledge    Attachment  Resources 
Skills    Trust   Infrastructure 
Educational Outcomes Safety   Money/income 
Aspirations    Connection 
 

Figure 1: Educational Outcomes and Aspirations: A Community Based Assessment Model for Rural Victoria 

Community/School Capacity 3, 4 

•     Participation   •      Leadership 
•    Organisational structures •      Ability to ‘ask why’ 
•    Problem assessment  •      Resource mobilisation 
•    Role of Outside Agents  •      Links to others 
•    Program Planning and Development with  
      Community  
 

Wider Community: 
Agencies/LLENs, early school leavers, 

community leaders 

School Community: 
Principals, School staff, students, parents 

 

Community (Health & Wellbeing):  
Profile, Characteristics, strengths, attributes, 
educational aspirations 

Educational Aspirations & 
Attainment 

Foundational Elements of Model  
•  Exploratory & Naturalistic 
•   Community conceptualisation through locality, context , 

interconnectedness, belonging,  aspirations and attainment 
•  Multiple Data Sources 
•  Equal weight given to lay explanations of what is happening  

in local communities 
•  Defines educational attainment and aspirations across

 broad categories –  retention, employment, higher  
education, training, VCE scores 

•    Non prescriptive – moves away from risk and protection to  
exploration & evidence informed response strategies  

 

School (Health & Wellbeing):  
Profile, Characteristics, strengths, attributes, 
educational aspirations 

Measurement Tools: 
 

• Demographic Analysis  •   Interviews 
• Analysis of School Data sets •   Observation 
• Capacity  Measurement Tools6  (ranking scales) 

 
 

References 
1 ABS Framework (2002) 
2  Resilience in Rural Communities  

(2008)  
3 Labonte & Laverack (2001a) 
4 Labonte & Laverack (2001b) 
5 Lamb et al (2004) 
6 Hawe (2000) 
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The nine domains, their definitions, and the rating scale applied to the data, are 
detailed in Table 1 (overleaf). While definitions for each of the domains are 
outlined in Table 1, some additional points need to be highlighted in order to: 1) 
further clarify the definitions applied to the concept of Leadership; and, 2) explain 
the modification to terminology from the original work of Labonte & Laverack in 
regard to the domain renamed to be ‘Program Planning and Development with 
Community’. 
 
Point 1: While the domain of leadership is consistently identified in community 
development literature as a pivotal element in the process of capacity building, 
the specific definition of leadership remains elusive. Defining leadership can be 
challenging, given the diversity in how individuals conceptualise good leadership 
and leadership capacity. This conceptualisation is often dependent on the needs 
of a community at a specific point in time, and the individual traits of the 
community leaders in different communities. The work of Murray (2010) 
highlighted the subjective nature of leadership definition and identified the broad 
range of leadership traits that are included when defining leadership; from 
visionary, to participatory, and through to commanding, each with diverse 
elements and yet each being included under the umbrella of the term ‘leadership’. 
The most consistent message to emerge from literature is that leadership 
definition is varied and that variability is linked to two key elements; the nature of 
organisational and/or community need at any given point in time, and the traits 
and style of the individual(s) in the leadership role. Given this diversity, no single 
definition was applied when undertaking data collection for this research. 
Participants were asked to identify leadership traits, which they did from their own 
definitional perspective. In the majority of cases leadership was defined as 
representing the capacity to motivate, support, direct, make connections and take 
the lead in initiating change. This diversity in definition by individual participants 
was accommodated as part of the data collection and analysis process. 
 
Point 2: In their original work, Labonte & Laverack referred to the domain of 
‘Community Control over Program Management’ which related to the 
establishment of clear roles and responsibilities to ensure that there is a level of 
community ‘power’ in management of the community. The nature of school 
structure and policies limits the notion of the ‘community power and control over 
decision making’ within the school setting. To accommodate contextual 
differentials, the ninth domain has been renamed to ‘Program Planning and 
Development with Community’. This allows for a consideration of the input that a 
community has to the program planning, development (and at times management) 
that occurs within the school/community situation, but acknowledges the 
requirements of government, and the need for meeting policy imperatives by the 
school, in terms of service planning, delivery and management.  

Element 3 – Assessing the Health and Wellbeing of the 
School/Community interface 

 
The findings from the first two elements of the model provided a range of clear 
domains relating to the health and well-being of the school and community 
interrelationships. This informed research conclusions relating to the potential 
links between community factors and educational aspirations and attainment at 
each of the sites – the key focus of the study. 

 

The Research Project  



 8 

Table 1:  Domains and Rating Scale for Measuring Community Capacity Across Study Sites 
 

 

Domain Definition 
(Labonte & Laverack (2001a, pp. 6 -8; 2001b, pp. 118 – 124) 

Rating Scale: 
Allocated at the Point of Analysis of Interview/ Focus Group Data 

  
Refers to school/community participation in social networks &  

1 There has not been a consistent trend identified for active reciprocal participation in 
school and/or community based activities and meetings. 

Participation support, governance, community/school activities and 
decision making 

2 There is some level of reciprocal participation through involvement in processes for 
supporting community and/or school based activities through mechanisms such as such 
as voluntary labour and financial support 

  3 There is good – excellent active reciprocal participation with involvement in decision 
making, information sharing, planning & implementation within the school/community. 
 

 
Leadership 

 
Refers to existence of key figures to facilitate: mobilisation of  

1 No clear leadership role was identified to support active reciprocal participation in school 
and/or community. 

 internal resources; access to external resources; and 
enhances capacity for communities to speak their voice with  

2 There were some examples of a leadership role supporting active participation and 
engagement between the community and the school. 

 authority, or influence policy debates and decisions. 3 There were clear leadership roles within the school and/or community that consistently 
worked to support active reciprocal participation between the school and the community. 
 

 
Organisational  

   
Refers to the ‘hardware’ (infrastructure) that runs the 

1 There was no structured process identified to ensure that the school and community 
come together for joint activities. 

Structure  ‘software’ (interactions) of good public (school/community) 
participation. Provides an ability to express collective views 

2 There were examples of a planned & structured process in place to ensure the school & 
the community come together, on an, at least, occasional basis, for joint activities. 

 and exchange information; create networks across 
individuals, groups and organizations. 

3 There was an embedded and overt organisational structure in place, underpinned by a 
commitment for planned community/school engagement to ensure that the school and 
the community come together, on a regular basis, for joint activities. 
 

 
Problem  

 
Refers to a process used by the school/community to carry  

1 There was no structured process in place through which to identify and work together for 
problem resolution. 

Assessment out the identification of problems, solutions to the problems 
and actions to resolve the problems as part of building  

2 There were some indicators, for specific issues, of the use of a structured process 
through which to identify and work together for problem resolution. 

 localised self-determination and power. 3 There was a clear process in place, and a commitment to a shared identification of 
issues and a joint approach to problem resolution. 
 

 
Resource  

Refers to the ability of the school/community to mobilize 
resources from within and to negotiate resources from  

1 There were no identified examples of instances in which the school and community 
were able to work together to mobilise resources to respond to need 

Mobilisation beyond itself. Involves foundational factors such as 
capacity to share, care, resource pool, communicate. 

2 There were some examples, for specific issues, of instances in which the school and 
community were able to work together to mobilise resources to respond to need. 

 effectively and negotiate financial support to/from others. 
Assumes level of self reliance in resource mobilisation 

3 There were consistent examples of a commitment, across the school and community 
environment, of the need for the school and community to work together to mobilise 
resources to respond to need. 
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Domain Definition 
(Labonte & Laverack (2001a, pp. 6 -8; 2001b, pp. 118 – 124) 

Rating Scale: 
Allocated at the Point of Analysis of Interview/ Focus Group Data 

 
 

 1 There were no identified examples of instances in which inequities were identified, 
and critically reviewed, with the aim of putting in place measures to address these. 

Ability to Ask 
Why? 

 

Refers to the ability of the school/ community to critically assess 
the social, political, economic and other causes of inequalities in  

2 There were some examples, for specific issues, of instances in which inequities 
were identified, and critically reviewed, with the aim of putting in place measures to 
address these. 

 order to develop change strategies. 3 There was an overt and consistent commitment across the school/community to the 
identification of inequity and the critical review of this for the purpose of putting in 
place response strategies. 

 
Links to  

 
Refers to links with people and organizations, including  

1 There were no identified clear social and inter organisational networks identified 
between the school and the community. 

Others partnerships, coalitions and voluntary alliances between the 
community and the school. 

2 There were some social and inter organisational networks identified between the 
school and the community. 

  
 

3 There were strong social and inter organisational networks identified as in place 
between the school and the community. 

 

  
 

1 There were no outside agents identified who are involved with the school for the 
express purpose of working to maximise options available and to provide support. 

 
Role of 
Outside 

 
Refers to the capacity to build links between communities and 
external resources in order to increase capacity at a range of  

2 There was the occasional instance of an outside agent being involved with the 
school for the express purpose of working to maximise options available and to 
provide support. 

Agents levels including financial and social. Involves the ability to 
engage in dialogue, share information and resources, and 
understand differences with and between community groups. 

3 There were clear and recognised outside agents involved with the 
school/community with the express mandate of supporting There were no outside 
agents identified who are involved with the school for the express purpose of 
working to maximise options available and to provide support. 
 

 
Program 
Planning & 

  
Refers to the level of involvement by school/community 
stakeholders over decisions on planning, implementation,  

1 There were no indicators in place around the allocation of roles and responsibilities 
across the school/community that were likely to result in any level of community in 
planning and development of the school and/or group action for change. 

Development 
with 
Community 

evaluation, governance, administration, reporting and conflict 
resolution 

2 There were some indicators in place around the allocation of roles and 
responsibilities across the school/community that were likely to result in any level of 
community planning and development of the school and/or group action for change. 

  3 There were clear and well documented processes in place to facilitate the 
allocation of roles and responsibilities across the school/community in order to 
ensure a level of community in planning and development of the school and/or 
group action for change. 
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Structure of the Research Project 
 

Section 1: Literature Review 
This first section provides a review of the national and international literature 
focusing on issues of: school engagement and completions; early school leaving; 
rurality and educational aspirations/attainment; the role of community in education; 
and building school and community partnerships. 

Section 2: The Municipalities & Study Sites 
This component of the report provides a detailed analysis of the key characteristics 
of the municipalities in which each of the study sites were located across indicators 
of population, income, educational outcomes and socio-economic indicators. It also 
provides an overview of site specific statistics relating to indicators such as school 
absences, retention and exit destinations. 

Section 3: The Voice of the Community 
This section provides a thematic analysis of all data collected to measure the health 
and well being of each of the study sites in relation to school/community connection. 
This section is supplemented with a series of four Site analysis maps that chart the 
health of each school – community relationship in regard to Element 2 of the 
research model – Determining school and community capacity.  
 
This section also provides detailed insights into the strategies used, and challenges 
faced by, each of the communities in terms of capacity and reciprocal relationship 
building.  

Section 4: Strategies and Recommendations to Support Change 
The penultimate section provides a brief summary of findings across the four study 
sites. It focuses on potential strategies for change. It makes recommendations 
arising from the research, with the aim of building school/community reciprocal links 
to support change. 

Section 5: Capacity Building: Programs & Tools 
The final section of this report provides a brief review of available programs to 
support capacity building. These are presented under the key community capacity 
domains that have been explored as part of the research project; it is intended that 
they be used as a resource and toolkit for moving forward post completion of the 
research study. 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
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Section 1: The Literature Review 
 

1.1 Summary and Overview 
This section of the report provides the findings of the review of national and 
international literature relevant to this research. This literature review summarises 
research knowledge about community-focused research to examine the influences 
on educational outcomes and pathways for rural secondary students.  
 
The review firstly outlines the research evidence supporting the benefits of 
educational attainment, at an individual, as well as at the community level. The 
value attributed to increased educational attainment is reflected in changes to 
government focus and educational policies over the last few decades in Australia. 
Since this time there has been a significant increase in the number of students now 
completing Year 12 than there was in the 1980s. 
 
The search of the literature reveals a body of research identifying a vast number of 
factors relating to school engagement and the “typical” characteristics associated 
with students who remain at school and complete Year 12, and those that do not. 
These factors can be categorised in five broad areas relating to the student (the 
personal experience of school – positive or negative; lack of connection with the 
school; lack of motivation etc.), the demographics profile (such as gender, ethnicity, 
socio-economic status etc) the community (level of crime; unemployment), the 
school (size of school; VET options) and ‘other’ factors (part-time work and size of 
the school).   
 
Rurality has also been found to influence school related factors however there are 
two alternative views about this; one which suggests that schools in rural areas 
offer fewer curriculum opportunities and reduced expectations on students; and one 
providing the counter argument. Researchers adopting this alternative stance argue 
that rural schools provide different benefits to students such as extra curricular 
activities, and fostering stronger sense of belonging between the student and their 
school.  
 
The evidence regarding the role of community on education is now being more 
closely explored in the literature and there is growing importance being placed on 
the development of better and stronger school-community partnerships. Such 
strong partnerships have the potential to improve access to resources for the 
schools through access to social capital. This has the potential to enhance student 
attachment and connections to both their school and their community. 
 
The health of the community, identified in this literature review as the range of 
essential factors necessary for satisfactory living and productivity and good quality 
of life, is a concept that can influence the success of strong school-community 
partnerships. An exploration of the “capitals” framework is pivotal to this review and 
acknowledges the importance of social capital (as well as human and product 
capital) as a means for building positive and strong communities.  
 
It is within this literature context, the details of which are set forth in the following 
literature review, that the current research has its foundation. This research will 
seek to examine the characteristics of four separate communities in townships 
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located in central and northern regional Victoria to examine how it impacts of the 
health of the local secondary schools (as measured on factors such as school 
engagement, strong school performance and positive school views and school 
retention). 
 

1.2 The Methodology for the Literature Search 
 
A review of the national and international literature about community influences 
(with particular reference to rural settings) on the educational achievements, 
aspirations and destinations of secondary students has been conducted as part of 
this research. Local, state and federal government reports and data – particularly 
from within the Australian rural/regional/urban context has been examined for this 
review. The literature focusing on the “student factors” that influence early school 
leaving and school completions, has also been assessed. 
 
The second part of this literature review examines some of the relevant and leading 
research into community strength and the “capitals” framework. The review then 
examines the current national and international programs for developing community 
strengths which are, or have, the capacity to influence the educational 
achievements and destinations of secondary students. 
 
The structure of the following literature review includes the following subheadings 
and information: 

• School engagement and completions, and early school leaving: An 
overview of historical trends  

• School completers and school non completers: The influencing 
factors: (School engagement; characteristics that influence school 
non completions; characteristics that influence school completions; 
vocational education and training options for students) 

• Rurality within the context of educational attainment 
• The role of community in education 
• Healthy communities 
• The aims and objectives of the current research. 

 
A number of search parameters were employed for this literature review and are 
listed as follows: 

Search Terms:  
A number of search terms were used interchangeably throughout to ensure a 
broader, more inclusive search of the literature. These included search terms such 
as ‘student retention and school’, “school engagement”, “education and community”, 
“the health of the community”. Recent literature from key Australian government 
organisations and agencies was also identified and included as were reports and 
documents from other international government organisations.  

Publication Year:  
The search was focused on all literature; however research or literature that was 
published in the last 10 years was of particular relevance for this review.  
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Databases Searched:  
A number of databases were searched using the EBSCO Academic Research 
Database Host and include health, education (ERIC), psychological, sociological, 
Australian and New Zealand Reference Centre, and Professional Development 
databases. The focus of the search was on literature from Australia and overseas.  
 

The search used NaviGatePlus which provided access to all major databases 
including: 
 
Cambridge Journals EBSCOhost 
Emerald Fulltext Informaworld 
Informit Online JSTOR 
Oxford Sage 
Springerlink Wiley InterScience. 
 

Government Departmental Reports 
Searches were conducted of publications on the following websites: 
 
Australian Centre for Educational 
Research (ACER) 

Australian Bureau of Statistics  
Australian Institute for Family Studies 

Australian Government Department 
Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 

(AIFS) 
Cochrane Collaboration 
Department of Education (UK) 

Campbell Collaboration Cochrane Collaboration 
Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development (DEECD) 

Department of Planning and Community 
Development (DCPD) 

Department of Education (USA) Office of Youth 
Department for Victorian Communities Dissertation Abstracts 
Foundation for Young Australians 
US Department of Health and Human 
Services 
Vic Health 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development  
World Health Organisation 

Internet Search:  
A search of relevant internet sites (Australian and international) was undertaken, 
however given the large amounts of unreferenced literature this search was 
restricted. 
The research literature collated for this project has been analysed under the 
following broad themes: 
 

• School engagement and completions, and early school leaving: an  
overview of historical trends. 

• School completers and school non completers: The influencing 
factors. 

• Rurality within the context of educational aspirations and attainment. 
• The role of community in education  
• Community strength: Successful examples and programs within the 

educational context. 
• Human capital, social capital, product capital. 
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1.3 School Engagement, Completions & Early School  
Leaving: An Overview of Historical Trends 

 
Educational attainment, including completion of secondary school, vocational 
education and further study, such as tertiary education, reaps many benefits. 
Evidence suggests that the higher the levels of education obtained, the greater the 
job opportunities, and the more stable, rewarding and better paid these jobs 
generally are (see Australian Institute for Health and Welfare, AIHW, 2007).  Further, 
and perhaps more importantly, there is evidence (both direct and indirect) 
suggesting that there are increased psychological and physical health benefits 
associated with educational attainment – especially increased physical wellbeing 
and mental health (AIHW, 2007). Conversely, those who do not complete Year 12 
are (a) more likely to encounter difficulties transitioning into the workforce compared 
with those who complete Year 12 (Curtis & McMillan, 2008) and, (b) are at greater 
risk of being unemployed and to receive government assistance than school non 
leavers (see Lamb, Walstab, Teese, Vickers, & Rumber, 2004). 
 
A US report by Baum and Ma (2007) outlines the various benefits for the individual 
and the society in completing tertiary studies. Individuals who complete tertiary 
study are more likely to receive greater financial remuneration and this, in turn, has 
benefits to the society, including a reduction in poverty and unemployment rates, 
and an increase in civic activity and participation (p. 2). Access Economics (2005) 
have added further support to this argument, proposing that an increase in the rate 
of Year 12 (or the equivalent) completion rates is beneficial to Australia’s economy.  
 
In Australia, there has been strong commitment by State and Federal governments 
to increase school participation and increasingly to focus on developing and 
embedding policies that encourage students to complete Year 12 (Marks, Fleming, 
Long & McMillan, 2000). As Taylor (2008) posits, school completion has become an 
important policy development within Australia and holds paramount importance at 
all levels of government, with recent and numerous targets and funding strategies 
proposed to increase school retention and build vocational learning over the next 
decade. This push is evident in the government initiatives such as those that have 
broadened the scope of education in the latter senior secondary school years to 
include vocational learning based subjects (and certificates, such as the Victorian 
Certificate in Applied Learning) along with school-based apprenticeships (see Curtis 
& McMillan, 2008).  
 
The importance attributed to the successful completion of Year 12 – and further 
study – can not be underestimated and provides much of the evidence to explain 
the significant educational policies and changes to funding that can be observed 
over the last two to three decades. The percentage of secondary school 
completions over the last few decades has increased noticeably. Data from the 
1980s to the present provides ample evidence highlighting these changes. In the 
1980s for example, only 35% of students enrolled in year seven in Australian 
secondary schools completed their final year of school; however by 1993, 77% of 
students completed Year 12 (Marks et al., 2000).  Recent data shows a further 
increase in Year 12 completion, with 2008 ABS data (cited in Lamb & Robinson, 
2009) indicating that 83% of 20 – 24 year old adults have completed Year 12 or its 
equivalent.   
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The increase in school completions over the last few decades is, in part, the result 
of significant national economic changes. Compared with a few years ago, there are 
now fewer low skilled jobs which would previously have been filled by non-year 12 
completers (AIHW, 2007, p. 119).  There is also a reduction in the number of full 
time jobs available for teenage workers (Marks et al., 2000). Thus, the transition 
into the labour market is now more difficult, with fewer full time job opportunities and 
higher levels of unemployment for younger workers, especially those with non - 
year 12 qualifications (Lamb & Robinson, 2009). 
 
In summary, the evidence is strong around the vital role of education for society – 
and the individual. Positive engagement between the student and the education 
system, (whether their pathway involves the completion of secondary schooling 
and/or tertiary education or involves vocational education or employment) brings 
with it greater benefits for the younger person into the longer term. While in 
previous years early school leaving was a viable option for many students – 
especially given the greater range and number of jobs available for non-year 12 
qualified students – this trend has slowed and it is critical to consider the school 
based factors likely to maximise opportunity. The literature reinforces that success 
can occur across a range of potential options including tertiary and further 
education, vocational training and employment and highlights the critical importance 
of maintaining levels of engagement within the education system, regardless of the 
aspirational pathway of students within the educational system.  
 

1.4 School Completers & School non Completers:  
The Influencing Factors 

 
The factors influencing young people’s engagement with school, their intentions to 
complete school, or to leave school early have been the focus of considerable 
research. In this context, early school leaving is defined as “young people who have 
left school without completing Year 12”; while ‘school completers’ are defined as 
“young people who have attended school and completed Year 12” (Lamb & 
Robinson, 2009, p. vi). The research evidence, which is summarised below, has 
helped to build a stronger “profile” and understanding of the factors that influence 
student engagement with schools and their decisions to remain at school and 
complete Year 12 or, conversely, to leave school early. Such information helps build 
an evidence base that can be used for developing new educational policies and 
programs. The following section will examine notions of school engagement and will 
focus predominantly on the school as well as the personal and intrinsic factors and 
drivers that lead students to either complete school or to leave school early. 
 
The literature in the area of school completions and school non completion 
indicates that there are a myriad of factors which, to varying effect, influence the 
career and educational aspirations of school students and which contribute to 
decisions of staying at school or leaving early. Some of the most obvious of these 
include peers, family, the educational environment in which they interact and 
engage, as well as the social environment in which they reside (see for example 
research by Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Hill, Hemmings, & Green, 2000; Hitlin, 2006; 
Rasheed & McWhirter, 2005). Other specific factors that influence school retention 
include a student’s socioeconomic status, poverty, peer influences, vocational self-
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efficacy, occupational aspirations and values, and educational an achievement. 
Indeed, many of these are widely recognised as being influential in an adolescent’s 
decisions to remain at school or leave school early. A better understanding of how 
these factors contribute to school completion and school non completion will be 
explored below.  
 

School Engagement 
The term ‘school engagement’ has been commonly used as a term indicating the 
actual measure of a student’s connection with school, such as attending school or 
meeting educational requirements, but also, more broadly, it comprises the 
“psychological and attachment and motivational drive” associated with students’ 
educational engagement (ABS, 2006, p. 1-2). Indeed the psychological factors are 
something that Marks et al. (2000) identifies as being essential for school 
engagement and participation.  
 
Other key elements associated with school engagement that Lamb et al. (2004) 
refer to are the personal and social factors of engaging with the school; the 
expectations and “requirements” for engagement (meeting the school attendance 
requirements; behavioural protocols; learning expectations etc.), as well as the 
personal characteristics of engaging at a school level through student friendships 
and the establishment of formal, educational relationships with teacher.  Lamb et al. 
propose that one of the most significant indicators of school disengagement is 
school attendance – or lack there of.  
 

Characteristics that influence School Non Completions 
Although the statistics for the number of school completers over the last three 
decades has improved, the number of students leaving school early was estimated 
to be  86,000 in 2005, and of these students, around 60% (n = 50,000) will never 
complete Year 12 or equivalent schooling (Access Economics, 2005). Current data 
suggests that approximately 70% of 15 – 19 year old are undertaking full time 
education, and a further 14% are working full time. However about 16% of 
teenagers are neither in full time study or full time work (Lamb & Robinson, 2009).  
 
The evidence shows that there is a systemic issue relating to engagement for these 
young people which continues to result in a reduction in the number and range of 
opportunities available to these young people in their immediate and longer term 
future.  
 
There have been a number of large research studies and reports that add to the 
growing knowledge base about these early school leavers. One such study, which 
culminated in an extensive and informative report about improving student retention 
was undertaken by Lamb et al. (2004), and commissioned by the Queensland 
Government.  
 
The research project aimed to examine the reasons for early school leaving and the 
factors affecting school retention. It comprised an extensive review of the available 
research on school retention and early school leaving, the collection of first hand 
data from experts in the field (school staff and policy makers etc), a modelling of 
this data to identify further policy directions, and the implications based on 
information about school retention.  
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In their review of the literature, Lamb et al. (2004) firstly examined the reasons why 
students choose to leave school early to gauge what the intentions are of students 
who leave school before completing Year 12.  The findings suggest that there are 
just a few factors that influence this decision and that it also includes some 
“positive” reasons for leaving school early. These are associated with being 
employed in a job or starting an apprenticeship and subsequently earning a wage 
and were common, ”positive”  reasons to leave school early. This is closely linked 
with the provision of appropriate and qualified career advice and information 
provides an opportunity for students to identify appropriate (early) career pathways 
and for students and their parents to make informed decisions about career options 
(McMillan & Marks, 2003). Conversely, early career planning for students has also 
been found to be associated with students’ achieving their aspirations, as well as 
keeping them “on a positive path towards school completion” (Lamb et al., 2004, p. 
6). 
 
Another common reason for leaving school early is related to students’ experiences 
at school, as well as their aptitudes and abilities: some students’ lack a connection 
with school either because they dislike school, or they feel dissatisfied with it, or 
lack the motivation to continue with it. These have a strong influence on a student’s 
decision to leave school early (although other reasons may just be related to 
personal/individual differences).    
 
Taylor (2008) presented findings from research which explored the experiences of 
students that leave school early and do not complete Year 12; the research 
methodology entailed a case study approach with early school leavers. While the 
research mentions some of the shared demographic commonalities between the 
students interviewed (including low income families, disadvantaged backgrounds) 
there was also a strong sense that the “schooling experience” for these young 
people did not ‘complement’ their behaviours and expectations; students felt 
disengaged due to behaviour problems, they disliked the schooling system and had 
moved frequently to different schools during their schooling life.   
 
A range of demographic, student-factors are attributed to school non completions 
(Lamb et al., 2004). Specifically, certain individual characteristics are more clearly 
associated with early school leaving and include: 
 

• gender (more girls than boys will stay on at school); 
• family unit or structure (there is an increased number of students leaving 

school without completing Year 12 if the student is from single or step 
families); 

• socio-economic status (lower parental SES; frequency of school and 
residential moves reduces student completion of schooling); and, 

• racial and ethnic groups (Indigenous students have lower retention levels at 
school; recent findings cited (ABS 2010a) indicate that Indigenous people 
were twice as likely as other young people, aged 15 – 24yrs, to not be fully 
engaged either study, work or both).  
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Other demographic factors that affect the chances of completing school include 
parental education (if the parents are school non completers themselves) and 
occupational type (parental blue collar/low skilled) (Curtis & McMillan, 2008). 
Regional/urban factors have also been identified as influencing school completions 
and these will be discussed in the next subsection of the literature. 
 
Curtis and McMillan (2008) found a correlation between student educational 
aptitudes and academic achievement levels on specific measures and school and 
school non completions. Consistently, and on each of the measures of reading, 
maths, science and problem solving, students who were in the lowest quartile had 
the highest levels of school non completion rates.  
 
As identified previously, school engagement or disengagement is another factor 
that influences school completions. Not attending, or missing a significant number 
of days of school through truancy or absenteeism or even relocations from school to 
school reduces student engagement, which, in turn, may significantly hamper a 
students’ academic achievement (Lamb et al., 2004).  Lack of motivation and 
educational achievement – as well as low self esteem – are also factors that have 
been identified with disengagement from school (see Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1997) 
and this may increase the chances of a student leaving school early.  
 
Other educational, social and community influences that are also often attributed to 
early school leaving include school size (with research into school size having 
shown that larger school enrolments are linked to greater levels of early school 
leaving), neighbourhood/community crime rates (higher levels of crime in a 
particular region is correlated with increased levels of early school leaving), and 
higher unemployment rates (Alspaugh, 1998).  
 
Part-time work and study can also have an impact on school retention (Gagnon, 
2010). Specifically, school students who are employed part-time (and for a 
‘reasonable’ amount of time) can actually benefit from this and it may actually 
facilitate students’ school to career pathways. However excessive part time work 
hours (considered to be greater than 20 hours per week) can have a detrimental 
impact on student behaviour and subsequent decisions to remain in and complete 
high school (see: Zimmer-Gembeck & Mortimer, 2006).  
 
Data from the ABS (2010a) indicates that in 2009, 41% of full time students (aged 
15-24 years) participated in part-time work most weeks (median number of hours 
per week for full time students was 16) and that 2% of students worked a full-time of 
job. An Australian Parliamentary Report (Parliament of the Commonwealth of 
Australian, 2009) was released last year examining this same issue and raising 
similar concerns about the nexus between secondary school learning and part-time 
work practices.  
 
In summary, there is significant body of research pertaining to factors influencing 
early school leaving. It suggests that there are a number of varied factors – from 
personal and motivational through to those variables that are school-based and 
demographic – that influence a student’s decision to leave school early. The range 
and diversity of contributing factors forms a complex basis from which to choose, 
implement and track possible changes in the decisions of these students to leave 
school. These are presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Factors that Influence Early School Leaving 
  

 
 
 
Given the scope and diversity of the issues that the research evidence has 
identified as shaping engagement, early school leaving and onward aspirations (as 
shown in the Figure 2), it is clear that potential response strategies need to  be 
conceptualised to incorporate a broad range of factors and influences – both within 
the school community and across the broader community of which the school and 
the student are part. An approach that incorporates a community perspective is 
likely to prove useful in identifying the wider community influences on some of the 
more specific factors identified – the central focus of this research project.     

Characteristics that influence School Completions 
As with the varied number of factors associated with school non completions, so too 
there are many factors that are associated with school engagement and school 
completions. There is a large amount of research that suggests that the chances of 
a student completing school are increased if a number of student and school 
“factors” are present. One such body of research was undertaken by Curtis and 
McMillan (2008) who isolated some of the elements that have been typically 
associated with lower levels of school “non completion rates” (p. vii) and these are 
largely related to ‘demographic’ and ‘school-based’ factors. The demographic 
factors that have been linked with low levels of school non completions include 
being female, having highly skilled parents who have white collar occupations and 
are tertiary educated, coming from a metropolitan area, and having parents who 
come from a non-English speaking background. Some of the ‘schooling’-based 
factors include attending independent (non government) schools and having high 
levels of literacy and numeracy (p. vii).  
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In their 2009 report ‘How Young People are Faring ’09,’ Lamb & Robinson outlined 
evidence that school engagement is an important predictor of school completion (p. 
vii). Specifically, students with a positive perception of their schooling experience 
were more likely to complete Year 12. For these students, the positive perceptions 
of school were characterised as being happy and enjoying being at school, 
developing a sense of belonging at school and having established a good student-
teacher relationship (Lamb & Robinson, 2009, p. 25).   
 
In the Lamb et al. (2004) review, student intentions to remain at school and 
complete Year 12 were clearly different to the intentions of young people who did 
not complete school. Gaining educational qualifications for their future career and to 
improve their job prospects strongly influenced students’ decisions to remain at 
school and to complete their final school year studies. 
 
Extracurricular activities are another indirect measure of high school completion. 
Evidence from a small selection of studies (see McNeal, 1995; Alsphaugh, 1998) 
indicates that there is a relationship between some (although not all) extracurricular 
activities (e.g., some sporting activities and some arts and musical activities, such 
as school band) and student retention at school (Alspaugh, 1998). The opportunity 
to participate in these activities, and especially in extra curricular activities that are 
highly visible (such as school-team representations) may in fact strengthen student 
identity with the school, which in turn helps develop their sense of belonging and 
attachment with the school. And it is this – school engagement, attachment, and 
belonging – that can act as a predictor of school completion.   
 

Vocational Education and Training Options for Students 
The Australian Vocational Education and Training (VET; refer to the Glossary for 
more details about this and other related programs) program needs to be 
considered within the context of school retention and completions, given its wide 
implementation across Australian schools. VET was first introduced in the school 
nation-wide curricula in the mid 1990s with the intention of addressing and 
improving the school-work nexus for young people, and, as well, providing an 
alternative and broader range of vocational curriculum pathways for young people 
in their final three years of secondary school (Nguyen, 2010).  
 
With so many schools offering VET (over 90% nation-wide; Nguyen, 2010) and with 
strong uptake from students, there has been a growing need to examine the 
influence that VET has on students, including the impact VET has on school 
retention. Evidence suggests that on many levels the VET program adds value to 
the school curriculum and that higher level VET qualifications are well received and 
recognised. Since its introduction the uptake of VET by teenagers has increased 
annually (Lamb & Robinson, 2009). It is acknowledged that the program provides 
pathways for students into vocational education and training (Anlezark, Karmel, & 
Ong, 2006) and has been found (through the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian 
Youth, LSAY) to have a positive effect on students’ attitudes towards, and 
satisfaction with schools (Nguyen, 2010), as well as developing their skills, 
knowledge and understanding within the workplace, and in particular industries 
which help students with decisions about their future (Stokes, Wierenga & Wyn, 
2003).   
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However, when it comes to high school retention, the evidence linking school 
retention to VET is variable. Research suggests that VET programs have been 
found to have a positive influence on school retention for students enrolled in Year 
10 to Year 11, but that this affect does not hold (and even has a negative affect on 
retention) between Years 11 and 12 and does not appear to improve school 
retention in Years 11 and 12 (Anlezark et al., 2006). Part of the reason for this may 
be because the post school plans of Year 11 and 12 students tend not to change 
during these years (Lamb & Vickers, cited in Nguyen, 2010) and therefore, 
irrespective of whether a student is involved in VET or not, the decision to remain at 
school or to leave early have already been made and remain firm. 
 
In summary the research indicates that there are a broad number of variables that 
are associated with school retention and completion. These include various 
personal and demographic characteristics of the student, as well as other factors 
such as the ‘characteristics’ of the school (extra-curricular activities; VET availability) 
and students attachment and engagement (or not) with their school.  
 
Throughout this literature review, through the examination of the characteristics of 
school and school non completers, the focus has largely been on student and 
schools based factors. An emergent theme however, despite this focus, has been 
on the broader influencers that are integral to understanding any student and school 
specific analysis; the community and location context. 
 

1.5 Educational Aspirations & Attainment in the Context of 
Rurality 

 
A consistent theme to emerge from the research literature relates to the influence of 
geographic location (rural/urban) on school retention and school performance levels. 
It has been widely commented that students attending non metropolitan schools are 
less likely to complete Year 12 than their urban-school counterparts, and this is 
supported in the Australian research and literature (see Curtis & McMillan, 2008). 
Certainly, low population density (which occurs outside metropolitan areas) is 
associated with reduced rates of Year 12 enrolments and, participation in tertiary 
education (Marks et al., 2000). However, it has been proposed that the strength of 
the effect between rurality and school retention is not as great as other factors that 
influence school retention, especially socio-economic status and gender (Marks et 
al., 2000).  
 
In their consideration of the issues of regionality and retention, Lamb et al. (2004) 
draw upon research that indicates variability in differences in school retention 
across rural and regional Australian. The researchers attribute some of these 
differences to the actual regions in which the schools are based and how certain 
factors such as industry types, market influences and job opportunities mediate the 
outcomes. Similarly, family needs (entering the workforce early is, for some 
students, a necessity for the family, especially in low SES families), family customs 
(leaving school early is the norm and expectation in some families) and cultural 
expectations (it is appropriate and honourable to go into the workforce early) may 
also play a role in how the differences play out in the decisions for urban and rural 
students to stay on at school or leave early (Lamb et al., 2004).  
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Certainly, there is much debate surrounding rural and urban schools which is not 
tied specifically to school retention (although in many instances the factors that are 
raised would have some varying, indirect impact on school retention or completion).  
A paper by Bouck (2004) highlights some of the issues relating to size and setting in 
rural schools in the USA. Some of these findings have relevance to the Australian 
context and expose some of the many challenges that could and are being 
encountered by schools within rural areas. These include issues of poverty within 
rural communities and schools, fewer curriculum options for students, reduced 
access and exposure to technology opportunities, and reduced expectations by the 
teacher towards rural students.  
 
Counter arguments to this, however, also prevail with other research suggesting 
that rural schools – which may be resource poor – actually help to foster in students 
greater levels of school satisfaction, a feeling of safety and greater teacher support 
(Bouck, 2004).  Jimerson (2006) furthers this argument by examining the evidence 
as to why small schools are often beneficial in regard to student outcomes. 
Jimerson proposes that when factors such as SES are controlled, small schools are 
actually more successful on a number of different indicators, such as higher rates of 
graduation, greater levels of academic success, and students undertaking more 
advanced course levels etc.  The benefit of small schools as outlined by Jimerson 
includes the availability of wider opportunities for students to participate in extra 
curricular activities (also referred to by Alspaugh, 1998), fostering feelings of 
belonging in students, and the opportunity for teachers to implement different 
teaching strategies. Each of these factors will have some impact, indirectly, on 
student engagement and, subsequently, school completions and have relevance in 
rural areas, where small schools are the norm. 
 
In summary, therefore, the evidence suggests that rurality influences educational 
factors that are associated with student learning and school retention. This research 
evidence was pivotal in ensuring that this current research included a detailed 
demographic profile for each of the regions where the schools are located. This 
focus enabled the building of a greater understanding of the non-school factors that 
influence student aspirations, school retention or early school leaving – as 
highlighted in the following sections of this report. 
 

1.6  The Role of Community in Education  
 
The influences that community contributes to student educational attainment are the 
central focus of this study. The previous section examined the importance of 
geographic location on educational and school outcomes including school 
completions.  This next level of enquiry will examine the nexus between school and 
community, particularly within the rural context. It is recognised that smaller schools 
(and these are, in Australia, often located in rural areas) may benefit from receiving 
greater community support because of the smaller communities in which they are 
located (Bouck, 2004). This next section will examine the literature about the role of 
community within the context of education, aspirations and educational outcomes 
(school retention). This will then be followed by an examination of the current 
theories about the role and health of the community (with the recent theoretical 
contexts of community strength and healthy communities) and its importance to the 
context of this research. 
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There has been a greater focus from educators and researchers alike to better 
examine the role of community and its association within the school.  Community 
involvement, such as parental involvement within schools is acknowledged as 
important, and yet the connections that are made between schools and their local 
community are often weak. It has been posited by some (see Warren, Hong, Heang 
Rubin, & Sychitkokhong Uy, 2009) that this lack of connectivity between schools 
and their communities is largely due to a shift in schools (particularly urban schools) 
to “remove” themselves from the families and communities in which they are 
geographically located and “serve”.   This is particularly evident in low income, 
urban schools where there is a disconnect between families and schools and 
relationships between the two have waned or just not been fostered over time.  
 
Despite this, research has also consistently shown that, in instances in which links 
have been maintained, there are many benefits in developing strong connections 
between schools and their local community, either through community based 
partnerships or through the community connections that parents of the school 
children can offer (Alloway & Dalley-Trim, 2009; Kilpatrick, Johns & Mulford, 2003; 
Kinash & Hoffman 2009). Schools can benefit from the wide ranging social capital 
available to them and the students through strong community links that help to 
develop and broaden the educational goals and aspirations of students and expand 
student interests and values (Warren et al., 2009). Other studies have found that 
the development, over time, of family-school and community partnerships has 
actually helped to reduce student absences from school (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; 
Sheldon & Epstein, 2004).  Certainly, the wealth of knowledge, talent and resources 
available within communities (from everyday activities and skills such as gardening, 
cooking, to coaching ability for public speaking or sport coaching) and that could be 
tapped by schools, is endless (Epstein & Sanders, 2000) and could actually help 
schools and students to better achieve as is outlined in the following excerpt by 
researchers Epstein and Sanders (2000, p. 292): 
 
 More than low and high rankings on demographic characteristics, 
 the qualities within communities may predict and explain the success  
 of students, the strength of school programs, and the capacities of  
 families and community groups to guide and assist their children. 
  
Other educational research has identified five related mechanisms through which 
neighborhood characteristics affect educational achievement: collective 
socialization, social control, social capital, differential occupational opportunity, and 
institutional structures. A synthesis of the research evidence (Henderson & Mapp, 
2002) has concluded that parent and community involvement in schools (using 
community organizing approaches) can overcome socio-economic disadvantage 
and improve educational outcomes. 
 
Supporting and advocating connections and partnerships between the school and 
the community can also serve as a mechanism for developing stronger service 
delivery between schools and other service departments (such as public housing, 
and health), offering further reciprocal benefits and outcomes. The integration of 
government agencies and community organisations through connections with 
schools is gaining some momentum (see Epstein & Sanders, 2000).  In Victoria, the 
Education and Training Committee report (Parliament of Victoria, 2010) which forms 
the outcome of an inquiry into the potential for schools to become the focus for the 
promotion of healthy community living, advocates the value and importance of 
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community links within the school environment as a means of effectively promoting 
health support through the fostering of partnerships at various government 
organisational levels (local, regional and state). The importance of the role of 
community, and of community organisations, and how this can benefit the schooling 
environment, is therefore acknowledged.  
 
Using a case study approach researchers Sanders and Harvey (2002) examined 
the methods used by one urban school to develop stronger connections within their 
local community – with businesses and other organisations – which was intended to 
improve school-community connections. It was concluded that there are four 
integral factors to the building of successful partnerships between the school and 
the community, including (1) the school’s commitment to learning, (2) a school 
principal who is supportive and can envisage the benefits to community 
engagement, (3) the schools openness to the involvement of community and (4) the 
reciprocal, open and willing communication between all parties towards involvement 
in the partnership.   
 
Although researchers have acknowledged and identified the potential for schools to 
access the resources within their local communities, there has been a call for new 
direction in examining this and the role that communities can play to encourage 
student learning. Epstein and Sanders (2000) suggest greater research needs to 
focus on the relations between schools and communities to ascertain the benefits 
and how community resources improve schools and impact upon school learning. In 
a similar vein, Riley (2008) recognises that there are a number of complexities 
associated with schools working with their communities but states that, unless 
schools and communities are better able to engage with each other, young people 
will disconnect even more with education. She claims that “schools should relate to 
their community” (p. 312) and that there are a number of key elements to achieve 
this. One component is necessitated through the role of the school leaders in 
interpreting the community context and merging this knowledge with that of the 
school to improve active community engagement. Another element to the forging of 
community-school relations is to revisit and determine agreed notions of school 
success. Riley questions the term “success” within the traditional framework of 
achievement, rather utilising it as a measure of shared respect, responsibility and 
care for each other. The notion of identifying and drawing upon the resources 
available to schools from within their community is an important one to Riley’s 
argument; identifying and tapping the social capital available within local 
communities further strengthens school-community relations, acceptance, and 
importantly, trust. 
 
The importance of school-community relations is advocated in a discussion paper 
by Burns (2008). It is posited that schools should no longer be viewed as separate 
entities from their community but rather as a mechanism through which to obtain 
important learnings and opportunities for reciprocal learnings. Burns acknowledges 
that there are a number of issues that restrict or hinder community and school 
partnerships, such as working within policy frameworks to establish school and 
community involvement and to ensure lasting relationship (p. 307). However, 
consistent with Sanders and Harvey’s (2002) findings, Burns clearly positions the 
role of school leaders as essential to building community relations and capacity as a 
critical element to change and success. 
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In summary, there is a body of research that acknowledges the importance of 
community and how this can benefit the schools and vice versa - as depicted in the 
Figure 3, below.  
 

Figure 3: The Benefits of Community/School Connection 

 
 
There is a strong argument in support of the untapped and unlimited resources that 
can be accessed through the community to help build schools - and which has the 
potential for benefiting students, educationally.  
 
The overt recognition of the link between schools and communities within the 
literature has resulted in a number of new approaches and initiatives for change. 
Certainly, new community and school initiatives and programs that are being 
successfully implemented around the country are utilising elements that are 
consistent with community development ideals and aim to build better school and 
student outcomes, by building stronger connections between the school and the 
community. This is evident with the Local Learning and Employment Networks 
(LLENs); a Victorian initiative supported by the Commonwealth and state 
governments. This initiative, which has been operating since 2002 was established 
to improve the training, education and employment needs and opportunities for 
Victoria’s young people aged 10 – 19 years (LLEN, 2011). There are 31 LLENS 
operating in Victoria. Designed to address the needs of students who do not 
complete their secondary schooling and who are at-risk of disconnecting from post 
schooling and educational opportunities, the LLENs work collaboratively within their 
community to form a network of skilled members. Membership is comprised of 
representatives from government and community agencies, local business owners, 
employers and education and training providers who come together under the LLEN 
structure to provide alternative and informed options for young people (especially 
disadvantaged youth) making available to them resources, programs and 
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opportunities from which the students can access further information and/or 
alternative educational and training options (LLEN, 2011). 
 
The South Australian Social Inclusion Board and the Innovative Community Action 
Networks it established also represent a movement toward the creation of 
reciprocal and foundational connections with community (ICANs; Government of 
South Australia, 2009). The ICANs create projects which involve local communities 
(using the wider range of community groups and representatives from students and 
parents to business leaders, government departments, service organisations etc) 
work together in their local community to develop initiatives that respond to local 
issues about young people, such as improving their retention at school, or engaging 
or re-engaging you people with school, work or training. The evidence pertaining to 
the success of the four initial ICANs (the initiative only went state-wide in 2010) 
suggests that it is working, and further, provides support for the link between 
education and the important influence that other factors besides education can 
contribute to solve local problems.   
 
The Youth Insearch Program offers an example of a youth-focused program 
encompassing elements of community-based practice addressing antisocial 
behaviours (Australian Institute for Family Studies, 2010). The program is focused 
on youth in rural and regional Australia who are at risk of dropping out of school and 
disengaging with their community and with their education. A number of different 
community agencies and key community members (parents, teachers, support 
volunteers, counsellors, local police) drive the program. The community as well as 
the local peer support provided to this program are important elements of its 
success. Although not specifically targeted at addressing school retention and 
educational outcomes it is, none-the-less, a significant project which highlights the 
importance of community in addressing and meeting the needs of young people on 
an issue of local concern and importance. 
 
However, despite a movement for change, there appears to be limited research and 
knowledge about what constitutes successful school-community collaborations and, 
where and when this exists. Certainly, strong school leadership to promote these 
relationships appears to be one of the key success factors to establishing good 
community-school links. The current research project has sought to further examine 
this knowledge and extrapolate some of the evidence to identify what elements or 
features of successful – or unsuccessful – school-community collaborations 
contribute to, or prevent, the building of strong community connections and 
commitments to schools.  
 
Given that community is acknowledged as an important adjunct to schools it is 
necessary to consider the school/community relationship through the framework of 
what constitutes a health community – in fact, the correlations between partnership 
and participative connections, healthy communities and healthy schools has been 
foundational to the model developed to shape this research project as it was 
anticipated that those communities that are considered “healthy” will have a 
stronger role or impact within schools, resulting in “healthy” schools. 
Consequently the notion of ‘Healthy Communities’ will be examined in the following 
section of this literature review.  
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1.7 Healthy Communities 
 
In recent years the ‘health’ of a community has come under greater scrutiny from 
researchers, sociologists and community planners and has been instrumental in 
forming the direction of many community renewal and community change projects, 
both in Australia, and overseas. There is now greater recognition of the role that 
communities play in the essential life choices, experiences and well being of people. 
A recent report from the Department of Planning and Community Development 
(DPCD, 2010) states that communities are highly influential in various key indicators 
of personal wellbeing, such as career, education, business opportunities and social 
and physical activity. In Victoria, the DPCD (2010) identified four areas which are 
associated with community strength, including: the physical amenities within a 
community (infrastructure; access to shops etc); assets or resources within a 
community (including physical, natural and human); community networks; and 
strong governance.  
 
Healthy communities are defined in terms of their benefit to a wide range of factors 
that are essential for satisfactory productivity and living, and high quality of life 
(Municipal Research and Services Centre, 2010). The US Centre for Disease 
Control and Prevention has identified the elements that comprise healthy 
communities and defines them as “continuously creating and improving those 
physical and social environments and expanding those community resources that 
enable people to mutually support each other in performing all the functions of life 
and in developing to their maximum potential” Municipal Research and Services 
Centre, 2010).  The notion of healthy communities, therefore, goes beyond the 
physical health of a person within the community and, instead, embraces the whole-
community population to include the holistic elements associated with physical and 
non-physical well being.  Recent US documentation (Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2010) about healthy communities has identified some of the 
composites of a healthy community as being able to access health care services 
(both for treatment and prevention); being safe, comprising appropriate services 
and essential infrastructure and environments. 
 
The importance of the “collective” community (as opposed to just individuals within 
the community) is the essential element for producing positive and healthy 
communities. The interaction and commitment of the community are the essential 
building blocks that can generate change and improve the health of the community. 
This is highlighted in the following list of traits that healthy communities are believed 
to share (United Health Foundation, 2003): 
 

• Ongoing community dialogue – discussing and identifying common goals. 
• Identifying a shared community vision within the community. 
• Community leadership – identifying and supporting community leaders. 
• Embracing population diversity. 
• Knowing the communities strengths; identifying its assets. 
• Building connections between services and organisations especially of 

essential resources.  
• Creating a sense of community through commitment and collective 

independence. 
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The concept of healthy communities is closely tied to, and inter-related with, the 
concepts of community strength and building, in which the key “human” strengths of 
a community are harnessed to bring about community change resulting in 
collectively agreed community goals. Business and community leaders are integral 
to the success of such processes. Social capital is a contributor of community 
strength and refers to the resources available within communities that are based 
upon networks of people within the community that generate such things are mutual 
support, understanding and trust (ABS, 2004).  
 
Social capital is one of the main pillars of the framework embraced by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (2002; 2004) from detailed work conducted by the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2001) to measure Australia’s 
wellbeing, and has since been adopted by a range of Australian government and 
non government organisations to measure well being within Australian communities 
(McIntosh, Stayner, Carrington, Rolley, Scott & Sorensen, 2008).  
 
The other three capitals that comprise this framework include Human Capital, 
Product or Produced Capital and Natural Capital – as depicted in Figure 4. 
 

Figure 4: The Health Communities Framework 
 

 
Human capital refers to “the knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes 
embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal wellbeing” (ABS, 
2004, p. 109). It relates to the range of unique individual skills and characteristics 
that each individual has, or may have, acquired that influences personal wellbeing 
but can also affect communities and society as a whole (McIntosh et al., 2008). Not 
surprisingly, larger communities of people have a greater range and depth of 
human capital available to them and are therefore likely to retain, and even grow, 
their human capital. In contrast, smaller populations are likely to have limited human 
capital. Despite this, the available stock of human capital - whether in large or small 
communities - is much influenced by the communities themselves and their capacity 
to identify and utilise the people-skills and experiences available to them to identify 
community goals and make change (McIntosh et al., 2008). 
 
Produced (economic) capital relates to “the produced means of production like 
machinery, equipment and structures, but also non-production related 
infrastructures, non-tangible assets, and the financial assets provide command over 
current and future output streams” (ABS, 2004, p. 109). McIntosh et al. (2008, p. 23) 
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broadens this definition to include other recognised “product” factors, which have 
been identified by other researchers, that include money, resources, infrastructure 
as well as physical assets of a community, such as businesses, households and 
physical infrastructure.  The last capital, known as Natural Capital relates to the 
physical and natural environment (and as such has a lesser role than the other 
capitals in this research project – and was not included in the research model for 
this project. Refer to Figure 1 (pg. 5) of this report for the diagrammatic 
representation of the capitals that have been examined as part of this research 
project).   
 
Each of the capitals have a distinct role within a community, yet they are 
complementary, especially when examining the wellbeing or resiliency of a 
community (McIntosh, 2008) – or in fact, the health of the community. This 
framework has been adopted and used by a number of different government 
organisations in Australia to gauge – as well as develop – methods for enhancing 
the health of communities. This is evident in the VicHealth (2002) documents and 
information kits provided to local government Councillors to advise and assist in the 
promotion of healthier communities. The Department for Victorian Communities 
(2006) has also embraced the “capitals” framework in its commitment to building 
strong - confident, resilient and active - communities. It posits that to build strong 
communities each of the four capitals are necessary, along with effective 
governance that can maximise the use of these capitals.   
 
Labonte and Laverack (2001a; 2001b) have undertaken extensive analysis of the 
capacity of communities for building strong capital and the role that this plays in the 
understanding and measurement of the health of a community. Their work involving 
the measurement of a range of domains (participation, leadership, organisational 
structures, problem assessment, resource mobilisation, ‘asking why?’, links with 
others, role of the outside agents, and, program management) has been pivotal in 
the development of this research project and in providing an evidence base from 
which to work toward measuring the issue of community health and well being 
within the context of the school/community relationship. 
 

1.8 Literature Findings and this Research  
 
In summary therefore, it is this context of healthy communities and the capitals 
framework, and how this plays out in relation to the schooling environment, that 
informed, framed and shaped this current research project.  Based on the literature 
evidence sourced around the value and importance of capital to healthy 
communities, this research project was underpinned by the proposition that healthy 
communities (namely those communities where there is evidence of strong 
measures of human, social and product capital) will in turn contribute to greater 
levels of school “health”; enhanced outcomes, aspirations and school/community 
connection and engagement.  
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Section 2: The Study Sites & Their Municipalities 
 

2.1 Overview 
This section of the report provides a demographic analysis of each of the townships 
and/or the municipality in which the study sites are located. As identified in the 
methodological shortfalls component of this report, the size and rurality index 
classification of the towns in which sites were located means that some town 
specific demographic data was not available through the relevant extant databases. 
Consequently, data are provided by Municipality

 

 and encompass key defining 
characteristics relevant to each of the towns in which the study sites are located.  

This section also provides a brief overview and comparative analysis of school 
statistics of relevance to each of the study sites. The rationale for the inclusion of 
data from both school and community is twofold. Firstly, it has been included in 
response to the insights gained in the course of the literature review whereby the 
importance of community demographics to school completion was highlighted. As 
identified, the demographics profile (such as ethnicity, socio-economic status etc), 
the community (level of crime; unemployment), and the rurality of a location have 
consistently been found to be of relevance to student aspirations and outcomes 
(Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Curtis & McMillan, 2008; Hill, Hemmings, & Green, 
2000; Hitlin, 2006; Marks et al., 2000; Rasheed & McWhirter, 2005). Understanding 
levels of community capital was also identified within the literature as central to 
understanding the health of a community (ABS, 2002; 2004; McIntosh et al., 2008; 
OECD, 2001), and is an important part of applying Element 1 of the research model 
for to this study. It is therefore important to provide a snapshot of these factors from 
the outset. Secondly, the inclusion of the snapshot, both in this section of the report, 
and throughout the rest of the document, informs the mapping of levels of social, 
human and product capital within communities and, through this, across each of the 
study sites. In a study of the school/community interface, measurement of capital 
must occur across both the school and their associated community 

Measuring Existing Capital 
The measurement of the existing levels of capital in the towns in which each of the 
sites is located requires an analysis of quantifiable and tangible factors such as 
population, income and rurality. It also requires a consideration of intangible factors 
that can only be derived from community member perceptions and assessments 
around the health of their community. The need for both type of data underpinned 
the decision to apply the mixed method approach using both demographic analysis 
and interview feedback. 
 
It is overtly acknowledged that the demographic data provided in this section of the 
report is only one component in the measurement of existing capital across each of 
the towns and, linked to this, the study sites themselves.  However, the 
consideration of locality specific characteristics does provide valuable baseline data 
relating to factors of educational attainment, rurality, population profile and income 
and provides insights into the skills and competency bases within the targeted 
communities, as well as resource levels and the tangible financial assets of the 
community.  
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The data provided in the following sub sections is presented under the headings of 
‘Product and Human Capital’ and ‘Social and Human Capital’. Data sourced from 
available extant databases has been used to allow for an initial analysis of Product 
capital at each town and also some of the more tangible elements of Human4

 

 
capital for each of the towns.   
The initial measurement of Social and Human4 capital has been achieved through 
consideration of community assessments (as sourced through extant databases) of 
levels of attachment, trust, safety and connection. Quantitative data, based in 
measures such as perceived levels of subjective well being, perceptions of safety 
and levels of volunteerism is used to provide a baseline indicator into existing levels 
for these types of capital at each of the townships in which the study sites are 
located.  

2.2  The Municipality: Study Site K  

Product & Human Capital Measures 

Population Profile 
The town and municipality which houses Study Site K contains the following 
population characteristics: 
 
Characteristic Municipality State wide 

Comparison  
Town Population  7,100 N/A 
Population Municipality 11,913  males = 6,074;   

females = 5,839)     (ABS, 2010e) 
N/A 

Indigenous population 0.8% proportion of population (ABS, 2010e, 2010c)  0.7% 

Born Overseas 7.3% with 4.1% born in Nth-West Europe  
    (ABS, 2010e) 

25.4% 

Language other than 
English spoken at home 

2.1% of population   (ABS, 2010e) 21.5% 

Number of households 4,317     (ABS, 2010e) N/A 

Total Families 2,995  
• Couple families, (children under 15 &/or 

dependent students): 970  
• One-parent families, (children under 15 yrs &/or 

dependent students): 294   (ABS, 2010e) 

N/A 

Children & young people   2842 (23.8% total population), comprising:  
• 0 – 4 years; n = 649 
• 5 – 9 years; n = 656 
• 10 – 14 years; n = 771 
• 14 – 19 years; n = 766    (ABS, 2010b) 

32.8% 

Aged Persons (65 yrs+) 18.9% of population     (ABS, 2010e) 13.7% 

Proportion of population by 
remoteness area 

Inner Regional = 81.5% 
Outer Regional = 18.5%   (ABS, 2010d) 

N/A 

                                                 
4 Baseline measures for Human Capital can be gauged both through ‘tangible’ indices 
represented in factors such as income and population and in consideration of ‘intangibles’ such 
as community connection and subjective well being.  
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The location has a significantly lower proportion of people born overseas and 
people who speak a language other than English at home. Population differences 
were also found in relation to the age demographic, with a smaller proportion of 
younger people in the municipality and a greater proportion of older people than the 
State average.    
 
These characteristics reflect population trends across other regional locations in 
Victoria (ABS 2010). This is also true of the indicators for this municipality relating to 
income and employment rates; highlighting relative levels of economic 
disadvantage.  

 
The average taxable income level in this municipality sits at a yearly rate of $39,760 
which is notably lower than the State average of $50,818 (ABS, 2010e; 2010c). The 
unemployment rate of 5.6% is also slightly higher than the State average of 4.5% 
(ABS, 2010e; 2010c). 
 
Overall the municipality was rated as ‘more disadvantaged’ on the SEIFA Score 
(LGA Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage) (ABS, 2008a) while the 
rating given for poverty rate was 14.1 – higher than the State poverty rate of 11.7 
(Kryger, 2009).  
 
The rating of ‘Moderately Accessible’ for rurality also represents a level of 
disadvantage in terms of service and infrastructure accessibility. 

Education Characteristics 
In this municipality, the proportion of the population with post school qualifications 
(identified) sits at 31.2%; a notably lower level than the State average of 54.9% 
(ABS, 2010e). The breakdown of post school qualifications shows differentials in 
terms of types of education completed and, in particular, low university based 
attainment - a trend in line with data for other similar regional communities (Bradley 
Review, 2008). 
 
 

Level of Educational 
Attainment 

Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Postgraduate Qualification 1.6% 7.5% 
Bachelor Degree 6.2% 19.2% 
Diploma/Advanced Diploma 6.4%   10.3% 
Certificate 17% 17.9% 
Unknown 16.2% 2% 

         
(ABS, 2010e, 2010c)   
 

This information provides a snapshot of the broader educational demographic of the 
communities involved in the research and is noteworthy given that the  literature 
evidence has identified the role played by levels of parental educational attainment 
in their children’s aspirations – educations and vocational (Curtis & McMillan, 2008). 
It is provides some level of validation to the assessments made by interview 
participants (refer Section 3 of this report) in regard to low levels of higher education 
across the community. 
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Summary - Baseline Indicators for Human & Product Capital 
Across the community in which Study Site K is located, the baseline indicators for 
human and product capital indicate: 

 

• Low levels of ethnic cultural diversity. 
• An ageing population. 
• Low median income levels and moderately higher than average 

unemployment levels. 
• Moderate levels of accessibility to goods and services based on adopted 

rurality indices.  
• Higher than average rating on the poverty scale. 
• A rating of ‘disadvantaged’ on the SEIFA scale. 
• Lower than average levels of educational attainment for higher education but 

comparability in regard to certificate/trade level qualifications.  
 
Overall the municipality, in line with the characteristics of many other Victorian 
regional centres, is experiencing disadvantage across a number of key indicators of 
relevance in the measurement of human and product capital. 

Social & Human Capital Measures 
Community Indicators Victoria and the ABS provide a range of indicators that help 
measure social capital. These allow for important insights, particularly when 
comparative analyses with State wide figures across all indices are made.  
 

Social indicator Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Perceptions of Safety 80% of residents feel safe or very safe walking alone 
in their local area after dark  

66.5% 

Community 
connectedness 

76.6% of residents felt part of their community  
 

93% of residents reported that they could definitely 
get help from friends, family or neighbours when they 
needed it  

70.7% 
 

91.7% 

Subjective wellbeing Rating of 78.7 on their satisfaction with their lives on 
a number of domains resulting in an aggregated 
Personal Wellbeing Index ranging between 0-100.  

76.4 

Volunteerism 48.1% of residents reported that they had helped out 
as a volunteer  

40.8% 

Adequate work life balance 50.1% of residents felt that they had a good balance 
of work and family 

53% 

Participation in Arts & 
Cultural events 

44.0% of residents had participated in at least one of 
the selected artistic and cultural activities in the 
previous month 

46.6% 

Community acceptance of 
diverse culture 

85.7% of persons agreed or strongly agreed that 
cultural diversity is a good thing for a society  

89.4% 

Level of Crime  (All Offences): n = 891  
(rate per 100,000 pop. = 7479.2)  
  (ABS, 2009b; Victoria Police, 2011): 

(All Offences): 
6665.6 per 

100,000  

Participation in citizen 
engagement 

59.3% persons had engaged in at least one of the 
selected activities (attended town meeting or public 
hearing, met, called/written to a local politician, joined 
a protest/signed a petition) in previous year 

53.8% 
 

     
 (CIV, 2007). 
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This baseline data suggests a reasonably good level of social and human capital for 
this municipality across key indicators essential for - and reflective of - solid social 
capital. There is a strong sense of safety and connection to community in regard to 
their capacity for involvement in, and support through, community structures.   

Summary - Baseline Indicators Social & Human Capital 
A summary of capacity in relation to the available baseline indicators for social and 
human capital show: 
 

• A positive community perception of safety within the community despite the 
fact that there is a higher, per capita, crime rate within this municipality than 
the state average. 

• A positive assessment in terms of being part of the community. 
• A consistently high community measurement of subjective well being. 
• An assessment of work life balance that was comparable to, but slightly 

higher than, the state wide level. 
• A view that there was a strong social support structure in place involving 

neighbours and family within this municipality. 
• Relatively high levels of volunteering. 
• A lower than state average level of acceptance of diversity. 
• An average level of participation at both the cultural and civic level of 

engagement. 
 
Overall the demographic data available for this municipality suggest that Study Site 
K is located in a community in which existing social and human capital is sound - 
providing a good baseline indicator of cohesive links within the community.  

2.3 The Municipality: Study Sites L & M  
 

Region 2 Municipality houses two of the study sites involved in this research project; 
Study Sites L and M.  The following baseline data is pertinent to both sites, with 
location specific information included, (and identified), where relevant and possible.  

Human & Product Capital Measures 

Population Profile 
The municipality which houses Study Site K contains the following population 
characteristics: 
 

Characteristic Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Population Study Site L 830 N/A 
Population Study Site M 1800 N/A 
Population Municipality 7078  (males: 3,572 

 females = 3,506)  (ABS, 2010b) 
N/A 

Indigenous population 0.8% proportion of population  
 
    (ABS, 2010b,  
    2010c)  
 
 

0.7% 
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Characteristic Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Born Overseas 4.7%  with 2.5% born in Nth-West Europe 
    (ABS, 2010b) 

25.4% 

Language other than English 
spoken at home 

1.6% of population   (ABS, 2010b) 21.5% 

Number of households 2,713     (ABS, 2010b) N/A 
Total Families 1,837  

• Couple families, (children under 15 &/or 
dependent students): 626  

• One-parent families, (children under 15 
yrs &/or dependent students): 132  

    (ABS, 2010b) 

N/A 

Children & young people  1,833 (25.9% total population), comprising:  
• 0 – 4 years; n = 380  
• 5 – 9 years; n = 447 
• 10 – 14 years; n = 518 
• 14 – 19 years; n = 488 (ABS, 2010b) 

32.8% 

Aged Persons (65 yrs+) 22.9% of population     (ABS, 2010b) 13.7% 
Proportion of population by 
remoteness area 

Outer Regional = 100%   (ABS, 2010b) N/A 

 
The Municipality has a very low proportion of people born overseas or who speak a 
language other than English at home. In terms of age demographic, there are 
almost double the proportion of older people (65+) in this municipality than the State 
average, and a smaller proportion of young people, when compared to the rest of 
the state.    
 
As is the case with the municipality for Study Site K, these figures are reflective of 
common trends in rural locations; trends that the literature highlights have an impact 
on the maintenance of the tangible elements of product and human capital.  
 
Rural locations are characterized by the fact that, as the level of rural isolation 
increases, so, too, do the age and population differentials. Comparisons of the 
demographics for this study site against state averages AND against the figures for 
the Study Site K township (a larger regional centre) reinforce this characterization.  
 
The level of disadvantage is further demonstrated in the rating of ‘more 
disadvantaged’ allocated to this municipality on the SEIFA Score (LGA Index of 
Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage) (ABS, 2008a) and a poverty rate of 15.6 – 
notably higher than the State based poverty rate of 11.7 (Kryger, 2009).  
 
The rating of ‘Moderately Accessible’ for rurality also represents a level of 
disadvantage in terms of service and infrastructure accessibility – in fact, in this 
municipality, unlike the municipality in which Study Site K is housed, the rating 
applies not simply to the broader municipality but to all locations within the 
municipality. The Outer Regional Rating for the entire municipality, sits at 100%.  
 
This means that the classification moves from one of ‘outer regional centre’ and 
toward ‘remote zoning’ – thereby increasing the impact of issues of service and 
infrastructure accessibility for the towns in which Study Sites L and M are housed, 
and, as a consequence, for Study Sites L and M themselves. 
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Interestingly, the unemployment rate for this municipality sits at 3.96%, which is 
marginally lower than the State average of 4.5% (ABS, 2010e; 2010c). This result 
may be reflective of the availability of employment in the agricultural sector across 
this municipality, and may also be linked to the fact that the municipality, and 
specifically the township which houses Study Site L, has some industries that 
provide a potential for employment and influx – a factor that was raised consistently 
by those who were involved in the interview component of this research. This 
potential is mitigated however by the correspondingly low levels of income linked to 
this employment; a yearly rate of $36,887 which is notably lower than the State 
average of $50,818 (ABS, 2010e; 2010c). 

Education Characteristics 
In this municipality, the proportion of the population with post school qualifications 
(identified) sits at 28.6%; again significantly lower compared to the State average of 
54.9% (ABS, 2010e).  
 
The breakdown specific to post school qualifications continues to show differentials 
in educational attainment in this municipality with a higher proportion of certificate 
level qualifications across categories – again a trend in line with data for other 
similar regional communities (Bradley Review, 2008). 
 
 

Level of Educational 
Attainment 

Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Postgraduate Qualification 1.9% 7.5% 
Bachelor Degree 6.1% 19.2% 
Diploma/Advanced Diploma 4.5%   10.3% 
Certificate 16.1% 17.9% 
Unknown 11.6% 2% 

         (ABS, 2010b)   
 

Summary- Baseline Indicators for Human & Product Capital 
An analysis of municipal data for the municipality in which Study Sites L and M are 
based depicts the following baseline indicators of relevance to human and product 
capital: 
 
 

• A large proportion of the population who are ageing. 
• A smaller population of children and young people compared to the state 

average. 
• Low median income levels within an environment of lower than average 

unemployment rates. 
• Low levels of ethnic cultural diversity. 
• Moderate levels of accessibility to goods and services based on adopted 

rurality indices.  
• Higher than average rating on the poverty scale 
• A rating of ‘more disadvantaged’ on the SEIFA scale – in fact the highest 

level of all municipalities involves in the research  
• Lower than average levels of educational attainment in terms of higher 

education but near comparability in regard to certificate/trade level 
qualifications.  
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Overall the data collected for the municipality shows that the location has 
maintained the trend inherent to rural locations; disadvantage across a number of 
key indicators of relevance in the measurement of human and product capital. 

Social & Human Capital Measures 
 

The available demographic data for this municipality depicts positive indicators for 
human and social capital within this region, as highlighted by the following:  
 

Social indicator Municipality State wide 
Comparison 

  
Perceptions of Safety 97.7% of residents feel safe or very safe walking 

alone in their local area after dark  
66.5% 

Community 
connectedness 

84% of residents felt part of their community  
 

95.8% of residents reported that they could definitely 
get help from friends, family or neighbours when they 
needed it  

70.7% 
 

91.7% 

Subjective wellbeing Rating of 79.9 on their satisfaction with their lives on 
a number of domains resulting in an aggregated 
Personal Wellbeing Index ranging between 0-100.  

76.4 

Volunteerism 63.9% of residents reported that they had helped out 
as a volunteer  

40.8% 

Adequate work life balance 44.9% of residents felt that they had a good balance 
of work and family 

53% 

Participation in Arts & 
Cultural events 

43.8% of residents had participated in at least one of 
the selected artistic and cultural activities in the 
previous month 

46.6% 

Community acceptance of 
diverse culture 

87.5% of persons agreed or strongly agreed that 
cultural diversity is a good thing for a society  

89.4% 

Level of Crime  (All Offences): n = 232  
(rate per 100,000 pop. = 3277.8)  
  (ABS, 2009b; Victoria Police, 2011): 

(All Offences): 
6665.6 per 

100,000  
Participation in citizen 
engagement 

75.8% of persons had engaged in at least one of the 
selected activities (attended a town meeting or public 
hearing, met, called or written to a local politician, 
joined a protest or signed a petition) in the previous 
year   

53.8% 

                
(CIV, 2007). 

 

 
An assessment of this quantitative data across this municipality depicts strong 
levels of human and social capital; capital that exceeds, across the majority of 
indices, state comparisons, with well above average scores on indices such as 
personal safety, community connectedness, subjective wellbeing, volunteering, and 
citizen engagement. 
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Summary - Baseline Indicators Social & Human Capital 
A specific summary of capacity in relation to the available baseline indicators for 
social and human capital shows: 
 

• A very high rating around community perception of safely within the 
community, reinforced by statistics showing a significantly lower per capita 
crime rate within this municipality than the state average. 

• A consistently high assessment of the strength of the locality in terms of 
residents feeling part of their community. 

• A community measurement of subjective well being comparable to the state 
average. 

• An assessment, by a majority of 55% of respondents that work life balance 
that was not as good as it needed to be and a rating for this variable that 
was lower than the state wide average. 

• Very high ratings relating to assessments around the social supports 
available through the mechanism of family, friends and neighbours. 

• Very high levels of volunteering. 
• A high level of acceptance of diversity. 
• Very high levels of civic and cultural participation across the municipality.  

 

The demographic data for this municipality, and the communities within it (including 
the school communities of Study Sites L and M), indicates that existing social and 
human capital across intangibles relating to connection, well being and participation 
is strong, and provides a good baseline in terms of cohesive links across the 
community.  

2.4 The Municipality: Study Site N 

Population Profile 
The municipality which houses Study Site N exhibits the following population 
characteristics: 
 

Characteristic Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Population Study Site N 6035 N/A 

Population Municipality 12,340  (males = 6,181 
 females = 6,159) 
    (ABS, 2010c,  
    2010d) 

N/A 

Indigenous population 0.7% proportion of population (ABS, 2010c,  
    2010d)  

0.7% 

Born Overseas 6.1%  with 3.7% born in Nth-West Europe 
    (ABS, 2010d) 

25.4% 

Language other than English 
spoken at home 

1.8% of population   (ABS, 2010d) 21.5% 

Number of households 4,,693     (ABS, 2010d) N/A 

Total Families 3192 
• Couple families, (children under 15 &/or 

dependent students): 1075 
• One-parent families, (children under 15 

yrs &/or dependent students): 298  
    (ABS, 2010d) 

 
 

N/A 
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Characteristic Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Children & young people  3051 (24.7% total population), comprising:  
0 – 4 years; n = 643  
5 – 9 years; n = 736 
10 – 14 years; n = 819 
14 – 19 years; n = 853 

    (ABS, 2010d) 

32.8% 

Aged Persons (65 yrs+) 19.1% of population     (ABS, 2010d) 13.7% 

Proportion of population by 
remoteness area 

Inner regional = 56.8% 
Outer Regional = 43.2%   (ABS, 2010d) 

N/A 

 
The population statistics for this municipality share some consistent trends to those 
identified in the analysis of data for the municipality housing Study Site K. They 
represent a measurable variation across a number of indicators when compared to 
State averages. The municipalities in which Study Sites K & N are based are 
characterised by similar demographics relating to population size and structure. 
Both municipalities have low proportions of people born overseas or who speak a 
language other than English at home. In terms of age demographic, the statistics 
relating to the proportion of older (65+) and younger people show similar decreases 
and increases.    
 
The level of disadvantage at this municipality is reflected in the lack of employment 
opportunity and loss of jobs/high unemployment (rate set at 5.9% against the State 
average of 4.5% (ABS, 2010c), the high poverty rate for this electoral region (15.6) 
and the rating of ‘more disadvantaged’ as allocated on the SEIFA.  
 
While this township is rated as ‘Moderately Accessible’ this rating is tempered by 
the fact that the municipality itself has access to a rated ‘Accessible Rural Centre’. 
 
As with all municipalities included in this analysis, the average income level is lower 
than the state average of $50,818 and sits at $39, 563. 

Education Characteristics 
In this municipality, the proportion of the population with post school qualifications 
(identified) sits at 30.3% - a figure comparable to the rates (with slight variability) 
across all municipalities. It is again a rate that is consistently, and significantly, 
lower than the state wide average. Overall there are similarities to all other locations 
in a higher percentage of certificate level qualifications, and a relatively low 
percentage of university levels qualifications, against statewide averages.   
 

Level of Educational 
Attainment 

Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Postgraduate Qualification 1.6% 7.5% 
Bachelor Degree 5.7% 19.2% 
Diploma/Advanced Diploma 5.2%   10.3% 
Certificate 17.8% 17.9% 
Unknown 12.6% 2% 

         (ABS, 2010d)   
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Summary - Baseline Indicators for Human & Product Capital 
The baseline indicators for the municipality in which Study Site N is located mirrors 
many of those already examined and documented for the other municipalities 
included in this study – with the following trends providing an initial basic framework 
for considering the human and product capital for this location: 
 
The key indicators of relevance to this analysis show: 
 
 

• An ageing population. 
• A smaller proportion of children and young people compared to the state 

average. 
• Higher than average unemployment rates. 
• Low median income levels. 
• Low levels of ethnic cultural diversity. 
• Higher than average rating on the poverty scale, disadvantage rating and 

only moderate levels of accessibility to goods and services. 
• Relatively low proportions of residents who have completed higher education 

qualifications but comparability to the state average in terms of 
certificate/trade level qualifications.  

 
The municipality in which Study Site N is located, in summary, has a demographic 
data set that reflects disadvantage across a range of indicators of relevance to 
baseline levels for product and human capital. 

Social & Human Capital Measures 
The available demographic data for this municipality provides some valuable 
insights into baseline levels of social and human capital, particularly when 
considered against state comparisons.  
 

Social indicator Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

Perceptions of Safety 83.5% of residents feel safe or very safe walking 
alone in their local area after dark  

66.5% 

Community 
connectedness 

77.6% of residents felt part of their community  
 

94% of residents reported that they could definitely 
get help from friends, family or neighbours when they 
needed it  

70.7% 
 

91.7% 

Subjective wellbeing Rating of 79.6 on their satisfaction with their lives on 
a number of domains resulting in an aggregated 
Personal Wellbeing Index ranging between 0-100.  

76.4 

Volunteerism 51% of residents reported that they had helped out 
as a volunteer  

40.8% 

Adequate work life balance 45.1% of residents felt that they had a good balance 
of work and family 

53% 

Participation in Arts & 
Cultural events 

52.4% of residents had participated in at least one of 
the selected artistic and cultural activities in the 
previous month 

46.6% 

Community acceptance of 
diverse culture 

87.1% of persons agreed or strongly agreed that 
cultural diversity is a good thing for a society  
 

89.4% 
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Social indicator Municipality State wide 
Comparison  

 
Level of Crime  (All Offences): n = 894  

(rate per 100,000 pop. = 7224.7)  
  (ABS, 2009b; Victoria Police, 2011): 

(All Offences): 
6665.6 per 

100,000  
Participation in citizen 
engagement 

59.3% of persons had engaged in at least one of the 
selected activities (attended a town meeting or public 
hearing, met, called or written to a local politician, 
joined a protest or signed a petition) in the previous 
year   

53.8% 

                
(CIV, 2007). 

 
The data outlined above show rates comparable to the state average in terms of 
community connectedness, subjective wellbeing, volunteerism and community 
acceptance of diverse cultures. Residents in this community had high perceptions 
of safety, despite the fact that the crime rates at this location were higher than 
average across all offences. In terms of levels of civic participation, this municipality, 
as with Study Site K, while being comparable to the state average, recorded levels 
lower than the ratings achieved at the municipality housing Study Sites L and M. 
This is valuable when beginning to consider an ‘intangible’ human and social capital 
measure such as participation, and the role it may play in the development of 
school and community connection – an issue to be considered in detail in the 
following sections of this report. 
 
Summary - Baseline Indicators Social & Human Capital 
A specific summary of capacity in relation to the available baseline indicators for 
social and human capital for the municipality in which Study Site N is located show: 
 

• A strong rating of community perception of safely within the community. 
• A consistent assessment of the strength of the locality in terms of residents 

feeling part of their community. 
• A relatively strong community measurement of subjective well being 

comparable to the state average. 
• A lower than average rating in terms of work life balance. 
• Positive assessments relating to social supports and community connection. 
• A rate of volunteering above averages for the state. 
• A level of acceptance of diversity that is slightly lower than the state average. 
• A rating for civic participation and good rates of participation in cultural 

activities above the average for the state. 
 
Overall, the baseline data for this municipality reinforces many existing 
understandings relating to regional communities with diminished product capital 
who none-the-less maintain average, to higher than average, levels of community 
connection and support across a range of indices. 
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2.5 A Summary Analysis across Municipalities 
 

The available demographic data across the municipalities relevant to this research 
provide some helpful preliminary data in which to identify the types of population, 
economic, employment and community connection indicators likely to be in play, 
and impacting, at each of the study sites. It is clear that there are a number of 
similarities across all municipalities – and that all are experiencing disadvantage 
across a broad range of indicators.  
 
All municipalities recorded a reduction in the number and proportion of young 
people living within their community, have an ageing population, lower than average 
income levels, a very small number of people born overseas and higher than 
average poverty and disadvantage levels. All locations were rated as ‘regional’ and 
with moderate levels of accessibility, however the remoteness indicators were 
higher overall for the municipalities for Study Sites L and M.  
 
These findings, while limited to only a small number of indicators, provide good 
insights in terms of capital, particularly given that the literature review signaled the 
potential negative impacts on aspirations and educational outcomes of indicators of 
disadvantage, and of rurality (Alspaugh, 1998; Curtis & McMillan, 2008; Marks et al., 
2000).  
  
A comparative analysis of the data relating to social and human capital (the less 
tangible aspects of community capital) does highlight some differences across 
locations. A consideration of data found that all municipalities, across the majority of 
variables, rated significantly stronger ratings than were recorded in statewide 
averages. The municipality in which Study Sites L and M was located (and which 
had the greatest level of rural isolation) was found to have the strongest baseline 
indicators relating to human and social capital – key determinants (as identified in 
the literature) of community connection. This finding reinforces literature findings 
around the capacity of smaller rural communities to balance higher levels of 
tangible disadvantage with strong connections at the community level, and a 
capacity to tap into community links and strengths to enhance overall community 
health and well being (Bouck, 2004; Jimerson, 2006).  
 
These findings help to build an understanding of the existing levels of social capital 
across the study sites, and to signal the inherent strengths in place within these 
communities. Social capital is a contributor of community strength through 
mechanisms of support, understanding, trust and participation (ABS, 2004); traits 
that the demographic data indicates are firmly in place, albeit to varying levels, 
within each of the communities that housed the sites being studied as part of this 
research. 
  
Having established these insights into the existing capital at each of the 
communities in which the study sites are located, it is important to consider school 
specific data.  
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2.6 An Analysis of Study Site Specific Data  

Senior School Curriculum Provision 
The data relating to curriculum, for Years 10 through 12, at Study Sites K, L, M and 
N, indicate that all four study sites provide a range of senior school curriculum 
options to students. The information detailed in Table 2 highlights that all the 
schools involved in the research, regardless of size, provide options for students in 
terms of VCE, VET and VCAL. While the number and range of senior secondary 
programs available at each site varies, as do participation and completion rates, the 
fact that all sites provide the range of senior school curriculum options is a positive 
indicator of capacity and responsiveness to the need for diversity. The literature 
relating to engagement, achieving reductions in levels of absenteeism and building 
student aspirations highlights the importance of ensuring that a range of curriculum 
options are available to students (Bond, 2004; Wheatley & Spillane, 2001; Withers, 
2004). The importance of curriculum diversity in supporting student aspirations, and 
educational outcomes, was also identified consistently in the interview data 
collected for this research project.  
  

Table 2: Curriculum Provision Options 
 
Data category School data 
 Study 

site K 
Study 
site L 

Study 
site M 

Study 
site N 
 

February Year 12 
enrolment 

2008 
2009 
2010 

51 
54 
51 

16 
19 
10 

19 
26 
25 

92 
89 
74 

Number of VCE 
studies in which 
students completed 
Units 3-4. 

2008 
2009 
2010 

22 
21 
23 

20 
20 
14 

14 
14 
15 

24 
26 
23 

Number of Year 10 -
12 students enrolled 
in at least one 
Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) 
Unit of competence 

2008 
2009 
2010 

52 
42 
25 

15 
9 
23 

5 
6 
19 

60 
60 
83 

VCAL programs with 
enrolments 

2008 
2009 
2010 

F, I, S 
F, I, S 
F, I, S 

F, I, S 
F, I 
F, S 

F 
F, I 
F, I 

F, I 
F, I 
F, I 

 

 Data Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 
 

Legend VCAL: F = Foundation  I = Intermediate  S = Senior  
 
The delivery of subjects and courses occurs both through on campus delivery, and 
through the use of alternative delivery modes such as the Grampians Virtual School 
and flexible delivery modalities; an approach that maximises capacity, and 
represents a proactive approach to address student need.   

School Absences 
Within the literature, high rates of student absenteeism is one of the early indicators 
of school disengagement, is an indicator that can result in lower levels of school 
completion, and a reduction in student aspirations against the range of potential 
onward destination options. A significant body of work has been undertaken in 
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recent years to identify both the impacts of absenteeism, and the range of 
strategies available help reduce levels of absenteeism (Auditor General Victoria, 
2004; Bond, 2004; DEET, 1999; DEET, 2006; Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Railsback, 
2004; Sheldon & Epstein, 2004; Wheatley & Spillane, 2001).  

A breakdown of statistics for the four study sites, as set out in Table 3, provides 
valuable data on rates of absenteeism at each of the study sites.  

 
Table 3: Data School Attendance  

 
Data category School data 
 Study 

site K 
Study 
site L 

Study 
site M 

Study 
site N 
 

Student absence 
rate 
(Mean days per 
student- yr 7 -12) 

2008 

2009 

2010 

24.3 

23.6 

15.3 

11.8 

13.2 

12.2 

12.7 

13.3 

14.4 

17.5 

22.5 

23.9 

 Averages across 
the 3 years 

21.1 12.4 13.5 21.3  

 
Data Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 

 
A review of this data shows a higher rate of student absences recorded at both 
Study Sites K and N, and lower rates at both Study Sites L and M, across a three 
year timeframe.  The figures included in Table 3 include both explained absences 
(for factors such as illness) and unexplained absences. While absenteeism is an 
indicator of (dis) engagement, an assessment that there is a clear link between 
absenteeism and student engagement cannot be made, based on aggregated data 
involving both explained and unexplained absences. Acknowledging this, the 
figures for Study Sites K and N are both above the state mean of 18.3 days 
(DEECD, 2010), although the rates at Study Site K have shown a decreasing trend 
since 2008.  
 
Within the context of this research project, understanding the rates of absenteeism 
is important, particularly if they are high rates of absenteeism, in that they flag a 
potential issue that both the literature evidence, and DEECD policy statements, 
have identified as being one which can be addressed through a strong 
community/school connection. Close links between school and community are 
important as a collective response to unexplained absences; a theme reinforced by 
the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development in their 
identification of the role of community in addressing issues of school attendance as 
an important ‘prerequisite for improving educational outcomes’ (DEECD, 2006). 

 

The Study Sites  



 

 47 

 

Student Retention 
In regard to student retention (real5

 

) at each of the study sites, data was analysed 
for the clusters of Years 7 to Year 12, as well as that specific to Years 11 to 12.  

Real Student Retention for Years 7 to 12 
The statistics relating to real student retention for Years 7 to 12, over the timeframe 
examined (2008 – 2010), and across each of the study sites, is provided in Table 4, 
with a summary analysis of these figures identifying that: 
 

• Study Site N had the lowest rate of variation in rates of real retention from 
one year to the next, and achieved an average real retention rate of 47.27% 
for the 3 year period.  

• Study Site K had an increased variation from one year to the next, increasing 
during the three year timeframe, and achieving an average real retention 
rate of 41.80% for the 3 year period.  

• Study Sites L and M had the most variation from one year to the next, over 
the three year timeframe and were characterised by average real retention 
rates of 71.47% and 74.38% respectively, for the 3 year period.  

 
Table 4: Real Student Retention Rates (7 – 12) 

 
 

Data category School data 
 Study 

site K 
Study 
site L 

Study 
site M 

Study 
site N 

Real student 
retention rate (Feb 
Year 7 to Aug Year 
12) 

2008 
2009 
2010 

34.7% 
46.5% 
44.2% 

87.5% 
70.8% 
56.1% 

59.4% 
92.3% 
71.45 

49.7% 
48.1% 
44.0% 

 Averages across 
the 3 years 

41.80% 71.47% 74.38% 47.27%  

 
Data Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 

 

 
Available statistics relating to average real retention rates for Victorian government 
schools for 2010 (DEECD, 2011), indicate rates of average real retention of 72.5% 
across the State. For 2010, both Study Sites L and M achieved real student 
retention rates comparable to the state median, although only Study Site M 
exceeded the median. It is important to note however that three of the sites (L, M & 
N), had a higher rate of real student retention than their 2010 outcome, if averaged 
across a three year timeframe.  

                                                 
5 Real student retention rates indicate the proportion of those students who were enrolled at the 
relevant year level at the start of the period indicated and who were still enrolled at the school at 
the end of the period indicated. Additionally, it is important to clarify that retention rates can be 
affected by a number of factors, including family relocation and changes in family circumstances. 
These factors cannot be considered to be ‘school related’ and figures must therefore be 
considered within this context. 
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The results for average real retention rates for all four study sites, based on both 
yearly figures, and also averaged over the three year timeframe of 2008 – 2010, are 
provided in Figure 5.  
  
 

Figure 5: Real Student Retention Rates Yr. 7 – 12  
(Yearly and Averaged Across 3 Years) 

 

            
 
Real Student Retention Rates for Years 11 to 12 
A consideration of the figures for real student retention for Year 11 to Year 12, 
across the four sites, over the 3 years, 2008-2010 show a level of variation, 
however this variation is lower than that identified in the figures for Years 7-12.  
 
The levels of real student retention across the four sites are set out in Table 5. 
 

Table 5: Real Student Retention Rates (Yrs 11 – 12) 
 
Data category School data 
 Study 

site K 
Study 
site L 

Study 
site M 

Study 
site N 

Real student 
retention rate ( Feb 
Year 11 to Aug Year 
12) 

2008 

2009 

2010 

53.9% 

67.6% 

65.6% 

78.6% 

70.8% 

54.5% 

73.1% 

85.7% 

73.5% 

68.7% 

68.6% 

66.4% 

 Averages across 
the 3 years 

62.37% 67.97% 77.43% 67.9%  

 
Data Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 

 
Based on this data it can be assessed that Study Site N had the lowest variation 
from one year to the next, and achieved an average real retention rate, across the 
Year 11 to 12 cluster, of 67.9% for the 3 year period. 
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Site K had an increased variation from one year to the next for the same year levels, 
and achieved an average real retention rate of 62.37% for the 3 year period.  
 
Site L had higher variation from one year to the next and an average real retention 
rate of 67.97% (which was similar to Study Site N), with Study Site L trending down 
over the 3 years from a high of 78.6% in 2008.  
 
Site M had the highest overall average real retention rate of 77.43%, over the 3 
year period.  
 
These data indicate that, at Study Sites K, L and N approximately two thirds of 
students who commenced Year 11 completed Year 12, while, at Study Site M, more 
than three quarters of those who commenced Year 11 subsequently completed 
Year 12.  
 
Study Site N had the lowest variation from one year to the next and achieved an 
average real retention rate of 67.9% for the three year period. 
 
The 2010 state median for real retention from February Year 11 to August Year 12 
was 72.7%. Only site M exceeds the state median.  
 

Figure 6: Student Average Real Retention Rates 
February Year 11 to August Year 12 

 

 
 
The role of community in maximising capacity for school retention has been 
consistently highlighted in relevant literature (Department of Premier and Cabinet, 
2002; Hill & Dawes, 2004; Lamb et al, 2004; Lee & Ip, 2003; Marks, 1998; Teese et 
al., 2000), with much of the work reiterating the important, and often untapped, 
resource available, through the mechanism of the community, to support the school 
in partnership aimed at maximising retention rates. The extent to which these 
relationships have been built at each of the study sites will be examined in detail in 
Section 3 of this report.  
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The data relating to school retention provides important shapshot insights into the 
number of young people who remain at school, however student aspiration and 
attainment are broader than completion of Year 12. Important indicators of student 
attainment also include levels of transition to: training; apprenticeships; traineeships 
and employment; as well as to higher education. The work of Corrie & Mc Kenzie 
(2009) identified that, while University remains the most common destination for 
Year 12 completers, there are also a significant number of those who complete 
Year 12 who move into the workforce, onto apprenticeships and traineeships, as 
well as TAFE/VET options. This range of options maximises the capacity of young 
people to meet their aspirational goals post Year 12. Consequently it is important to 
give some detailed consideration to the exit destinations across the four sites, both 
for those who have completed Year 12 and those who were early school leavers.  
 

Exit Destinations 
 
Completed Year 12 
Table 6 shows exit destinations for students who completed year 12 over the period 
2008-10 aggregated, and provides some valuable insights across study sites.  
 

Table 6: Exit Destinations: Students having completed Year 12  
(2008 – 2010) Aggregated 

 
Exit Destination School data 

 
 Study 

site K 
Study 
site L 

Study 
site M 

Study 
site N 

State 
Average 
2010 

Secondary school 3.2%  2.3%  3.5% 2.9% 
University 16.7%  37.2% 69.6% 33.2% 40.2% 
TAFE/RTO/ACE/Other 
training 

13.5  4.6% 8.7% 10.6% 25.3% 

Apprenticeship / traineeship 6.3%  14.0% 2.9% 7.8% 5.8% 
Deferred 8.7% 27.9% 10.1% 7.4% 2.7% 
Continuing in education 
or training 

48.4% 86.1% 91.3% 62.5% 77.0% 

Employed ( part time) 12.7%  5.8% 8.6% 4.8% 
Employed (full time) 19.0% 9.3% 2.9% 12.2% 7.8% 
Unemployed  (seeking 
work) 

11.9% 2.3%  10.9% 3.7% 

Unemployed (not seeking 
work) 

4.0% 2.3%  3.1% 0.7% 

Not continuing in 
education or training 

47.6% 13.1% 8.7% 34.7% 16.9% 

Unknown 4.0%   2.7% 6.1% 
 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Total number of completers 126 43 69 256  

 

 Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 
 
 

Examining these data, and applying the frameworks established by the literature 
around exit destinations that represent positive outcomes for students, the exit 
destinations for the four study sites have been divided into two clusters; Cluster 1 
(‘more optimum destinations’) and Cluster 2 (‘less than optimum destinations’). 
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The destinations included in the ‘more optimum’ cluster include ‘continuing in 
education’ (whether that is secondary school, university, TAFE/RTO/ACE/Other, 
Apprenticeship/ Deferral) and ‘employed full time’. It is acknowledged 
that ’employed full time’ may not mean employment in a job that the school leaver 
has aspired to. Conversely it may. Given that it is not possible to make that 
determination, based on the statistics currently available, full time employment has 
been included in this cluster.  
 
The destinations included in the ‘less than optimum’ cluster include ‘unemployed’ 
(seeking work and not seeking work) and ‘employed part time’. The destination, 
post year 12, to part time employment has been included in the ‘less than optimum’ 
cluster as the literature evidence identified that, while part-time work while at school 
can have a positive impact on school retention (Gagnon, 2010), having only the 
option of part time work at the completion of Year 12 can have a detrimental long 
term impact. It is acknowledged that employment on a part time basis has the 
potential to lead to full time work, however available social trend data (ABS 2010f) 
indicates that part time work is most likely to remain part time, and result in social 
and economic disadvantage in the longer term.  
 

An analysis data specific for this cluster identifies the following in regard to exit 
destinations: 

More Optimum Destinations Cluster  

 
• Study Site K has 48.4% of students continuing in education or training. This 

figure is below the state average of 77%, with students exiting at Year 12 
from this site have a notably higher uptake in fulltime employment (19%) 
when compared with the state average (7.8%). 

• Study Site L has 86.10% of students continuing in education or training – a 
figure above the State average of 77%. The full time employment rate for this 
study site sits at 9.3% - resulting in 95.4% of Year 12 students from this site 
pursuing options, post year 12, that place them in the more optimum 
destinations cluster. 

• Study Site M has 91.3% continuing in education or training, which is above 
the state average of 77%. Post year 12 students from the study site have 
lower rates of participation in full time work (2.9%) than the state average. 

• Study Site N has a rate of 62.5% continuing in education or training, which is 
below the state average of 77%. Students from this study site (in a similar 
trend to site K) also have a higher participation in full time work (12.2%) than 
the state average (7.8%).  

 

An analysis data specific for this cluster identifies the following in regard to exit 
destinations: 

Less than Optimum Destinations Cluster  

 
• Students who completed Year 12 at Study Site K have a significantly higher 

participation in part time work (12.7%) than the state average (4.8%). 
• Study Site K has an unemployment rate among early school leavers of 

15.9%, while Study Site N has a rate of 14% - both of which are notably 
higher than the state average of 4.4%. 

• No post year 12 exit students from Study Site L are involved in part time 
employment, however 4.6% of students from this cluster were unemployed. 
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• There is no Study Site M student who completed Year 12 in 2010 identified 
as unemployed, however the part time employment rate for this site (5.8%) is 
higher than the state average of 4.8%. 

• Study Site N has a 14% unemployment rate against the 4.4% rate for the 
state, with part time employment at 8.6% against the state average of 4.8%.  

 
Based on this clustering it can be determined that both Study Sites L and M have a 
higher proportion of students who continue in education than Study Site K and N, 
and a lower overall proportion of students with exit destinations in the ‘less than 
optimum’ cluster.  
 
Early School Leavers 
School exits prior to completing Year 12 (from Years 10, 11 or 12) have been 
aggregated to accommodate potential variability caused by the small number of 
students at Study Sites L and M for the period 2008-2010. The data provide some 
valuable insights into the proportions of young people who do not continue at school 
but rather continue onto a range of alternative destination options. The information 
for early school leavers will be considered on an individual site basis, as well as 
through cross site comparison.  
 

For Study Site K the figures show that, over the period 2008-10, 41.7% of students 
who left from Year 10,11 or 12 (prior to completion) continued in education or 
training after they left the school. The exit destinations for this group are 
categorised in the two data sets that make up Table 7.  

Study Site K 

 
Table 7: Study Site K: Early School Leaver Exit Destinations   

Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 
 

 
 Aggregated data years 10, 11 and 12 
early exits. 

Study 
site K 

Employed (full time) 11.30%  Exit to continuing 
education or training 

 

Employed ( part time) 11.30%  Secondary school 28.0% 

Unemployed ( seeking work) 12.50%  TAFE/RTO/ACE/Other 
training 

3.6% 

Unemployed (not seeking work) 8.90%  Apprenticeship / 
traineeship 

9.5% 

Unknown 14.30%  Home schooling 0.6% 

Continuing in education or training 41.70% 
Not continuing in education or training 44.00% 

Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 
 
 

Of the early school leavers who continued in education or training, 9.5% undertook 
traineeships or apprenticeships. Those students who exited school early to go to full 
time employment sits at 11.30% for this study site, which is the same figure for 
those who went on to part time work. In regard to the proportion, who had left 
school without employment, 12.50% were seeking work.  
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For Study Site K there was a significant proportion (14.3%) of early school leavers 
for which there is no tracking data. Study Site K exit data is presented 
diagrammatically in Figure 7. 

 
Figure 7: Site K 

Early School Leaver Exit Destinations 
Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 

 

 
 

 

For Study Site L, over the period 2008-10, 78.9% of students who left from year 
10,11 or 12 (prior to completion) continued in education or training after they left the 
school, as categorised in the two data sets provided in Table 8. 

Study Site L 

.  
Table 8: Study Site L: Early School Leaver Exit Destinations   

Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 
 
Aggregated data years 10, 11 
and 12 early exits. 

Study 
Site L 

 Exit to continuing 
education or training 

 

Employed (full time) 0%  Secondary school 26.3% 
Employed ( part time) 10.5%  University  

Unemployed ( seeking work) 5.3%  TAFE/RTO/ACE/Other 
training 

10.5% 

Unemployed (not seeking work) 5.3%  Apprenticeship / 
traineeship 

42.1% 

Unknown 0%  Home schooling  
Continuing in education or 
training 78.9% 

   

Not continuing in education or 
training 21.1% 

   

Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 
 
The statistics provided in Table 8 show that 42.1% of early school leavers at this 
study site undertook traineeship and apprenticeships. There were no early school 
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leavers from this study site who left school to move onto full time employment, 
although 10.5% of those included within this analysis, left school to take up part 
time work. The number of students who left the school without employment, and 
who were subsequently seeking work, accounted for 5.3% of those not continuing in 
education or training.   
 
Figure 8 provides a graphing of these statistics for Study Site L, allowing for a clear 
visual representation of the different exit destinations relevant to the study site.  
 

Figure 8: 
Site L Early School Leaver Exit Destinations 
Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 

 

 
 

 

For Study Site M, over the period 2008-10, 74.2% of students who left from year 
10,11 or 12 (prior to completion) continued in education or training, as shown 
across the data sets that make up Table 9.   

Study Site M 

 
Table 9: Study Site M: Early School Leaver Exit Destinations   

Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 
 
Aggregated data years 10, 11 and 
12 early exits. 

Study 
Site M 

 Exit to continuing 
education or training 

 

Employed (full time) 6.5%  Secondary school 51.6% 
Employed ( part time) 3.2%  University  

Unemployed ( seeking work) 3.2%  TAFE/RTO/ACE/Other 
training 

3.2% 

Unemployed (not seeking work) 3.2%  Apprenticeship / 
traineeship 

19.4% 

Unknown 9.7%  Home schooling  
Continuing in education or 
training 74.2%    

Not continuing in education or 
training 16.1%    

Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 
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Of this 74.2%, traineeship and apprenticeships options accounted for 19.4% of 
early school leavers. There were 6.5% of early school leavers who were employed 
full time, whilst there were only 3.2% working part time. The number of students 
leaving school without employment from this study site was low. There were 3.2% 
who were seeking work, while 3.2% were not. There was a percentage of all early 
school leavers (9.7%) for which there was no tracking data. For all students leaving 
school during this time there was a significant percentage of 51.6 % who transferred 
to another secondary school.   
 
The different exit destinations relevant to early school leavers for this study site are 
presented in Figure 9. 
 

Figure 9: 
Site M Early School Leaver Exit Destinations 
Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 

 

 
 

 

For Study Site N, over the period 2008-10, 58.7% of students who left from year 
10,11 or 12 (prior to completion) continued in education or training. The specific 
statistics relevant to this timeframe, for this study site are provided in Table 10. 
 

Table 10: Study Site N: Early School Leaver Exit Destinations   
Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 

 
Aggregated data years 10, 11 
and 12 early exits. 

Study 
Site N 

 Exit to continuing 
education or training 

 

Employed (full time) 11.7%  Secondary school 34.2% 
Employed ( part time) 6.6%  University 1.0% 

Unemployed ( seeking work) 11.7%  TAFE/RTO/ACE/Other 
training 

6.6% 

Unemployed (not seeking work) 2.6%  Apprenticeship / 
traineeship 

16.8% 

Unknown 8.7%    
Continuing in education or 
training 58.7%    

Not continuing in education or 
training 32.60%    

 
Source:  School Level Reports – DEECD 
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These figures include traineeship and apprenticeships options that were taken by 
16.8% of early school leavers, with 11.7% of early school leavers form this site 
moving onto full time employment. A proportion of those who left school did so to go 
onto part time employment (6.6%) while a proportion left school without 
employment (14.3%). Of this number, 11.7% (more than three quarters) were 
seeking work.  
 
There is a percentage of all students for which there was no tracking data (8.7%) 
while, for all students who left the school during this time, there was approximately 
one third, or 34.2 %, who transferred to another secondary school. Site N has 
approximately one third, or 32.6%, of early school leavers who did not continue in 
education or training. 
 

Figure 10: Site N Early School Leaver Exit Destinations   
Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 

 
 

 
 
 
Comparative Analysis Early School Leavers 
A consideration of the early school leaver data across the study sites provides a 
number of insights including that: 
 

• A higher proportion of early school leavers from Study Sites L and M 
continue into education and training, (78.9% and 74.2% respectively), than 
from Study Sites K and N (41.7% and 58.7% respectively). 

• There are a greater proportion of early school leavers in Study Sites L and M 
that leave school to undertake apprenticeships/traineeships (42.1% and 
19.4% respectively), than from Study Sites K and N (9.5% and 16.8% 
respectively). 

• There are a greater proportion of early school leavers from Study Sites K 
and N (21.4% and 14.3% respectively), than at Study Sites L and M (10.6% 
and 6.4% respectively) who were unemployed after leaving school. 
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• Exits to full time employment were higher at Study Site K and N, at 11.3% 
and 11.7% respectively. Study Site L had no exits to full time employment, 
while Study Site M had 6.5%. It is reiterated that the destination for 
employment is unknown therefore no assessment can be made around the 
extent to which full time employment meets individual school leaver 
aspirations.  

• Exits to part time employment were highest at Study Sites K and L, with 
11.3% and 10.5% respectively. Study Site N had a rate of 6.6% of early 
school leavers who gained part time employment, while Study Site M had a 
rate of 3.2%. 

 
Figures 11 provides a graphing of early school leaver exit destinations across study 
sites, based on the aggregated data for Years 10, 11 & 12 (2008 – 2010). The 
specific percentage breakdowns for each of the exit destinations, across each of the 
study sites, are provided in Figure 12 (overleaf). 
 
 

Figure 11: Study Sites K, L, M & N 
Early School Leaver Exit Destinations 

Aggregated Data Yr 10, 11, 12 (2008 – 2010) 
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Figure 12: Analysis Across Sites - Early School Leavers 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

2.7 A Brief Summary across Study Sites  
The consideration of statistical data relating to student absences, levels of retention, 
and exit destinations, highlighted notable variability across the four study sites. 
Identified differences included: 
 

• Lower rates of absenteeism at Study Sites L and M. 
• Significant variation in rates of retention for Study Sites L and M (across 

Years 7 -12).   
• A higher proportion of Year 12 students from Study Sites L and M going on 

to university and apprenticeship/traineeships. 
• A greater proportion of early school leavers from Study Site L and M going 

onto continuing education and training. 

Employed 
Full Time 

Employed 
Part Time 

Unemployed - 
Seeking 

Unemployed  
Not Seeking  

Not Continuing in Education or Training 

Unknown 
 

Site K =11.3% 
Site L = 0% 
Site M = 6.5% 
Site N = 11.70% 

Site K = 11.3% 
Site L = 10.5% 
Site M =3.2% 
Site N = 6.6% 

Site K =12.5% 
Site L = 5.3% 
Site M = 3.2% 
Site N = 11.7% 

Site K = 8.9% 
Site L = 5.3% 
Site M = 3.2% 
Site N = 2.6% 

Site K =14.3% 
Site L = 0% 
Site M =9.7 % 
Site N =8.7% 

University TAFE/ RTO Apprenticeship/ 
Traineeship 

Secondary  

Continuing in Education or Training 

Home School 

Site K = 0% 
Site L = 0% 
Site M = 0% 
Site N = 1% 

Site K = 3.6% 
Site L = 10.5% 
Site M =3.2% 
Site N = 6.6% 

Site K =9.5% 
Site L = 42.1% 
Site M = 19.4% 
Site N = 16.8% 

Site K = 28% 
Site L = 26.3% 
Site M = 51.6% 
Site N = 34.2% 

Site K = 0.6% 
Site L = 0% 
Site M = 0% 
Site N = 0% 
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• Higher rates of full time employment, as well as a higher rate of exits to 
unemployment (seeking work) for early school leavers from Study Sites K 
and N.  

 
These findings, when considered against data from the municipalities relating to 
product, social and human capital, have consolidated some emerging trends. While 
all the municipalities in which the study sites were housed were found to be 
disadvantaged in terms of baseline indicators for product capital (levels of 
employment, income, poverty and rurality), the highest levels of social and human 
capital (subjective well being, participation rates and civic engagement) across the 
four study sites were found in the municipalities for Study Sites L and M. The school 
specific data also indicates a trend of better outcomes at Study Sites L and M.  
 
Given these emerging site differences, the type of connections that are in place 
between community and school need to be explored, as depicted in Figure 13.  
 
 

Figure 13: Measuring the Status- Capacity Link 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The national and international literature provides consistent evidence around the 
capacity of positive community/school links and partnerships to enhance student 
aspirations and attainment. To this point in the report the data has explored the 
status of school and community independently. It is now necessary to overtly 
measure whether sites with stronger baseline capital (particularly human and social), 
and better outcomes in terms of retention, absences and exit destinations, also 
have stronger reciprocal links with community. This is the focus of the following 
section of this report  

 
 

Existing Community Capital Status  
Human         Social Product 
 

Community/School Capacity  
•     Participation     •      Leadership 
•    Organisational structures   •      Ability to ‘ask why’ 
•    Problem assessment    •      Resource mobilisation 
•    Role of Outside Agents    •      Links to others 
•    Program Planning and Development with Community  
 

School Outcomes indicators 
Absences     Retention       Exit Destinations 
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Section 3: The Voice of the Community 
 

3.1 Overview 
This section of the report presents the findings from interviews with 106 study 
participants, across the four study sites. The participant breakdown, across the four 
study sites is provided in Table 11. Please note that the breakdown of numbers 
across participant categories has been combined across the four study sites to 
maximise the capacity of researchers to maintain participant anonymity. This 
decision is in line with commitments given to participants relating to information 
sharing and anonymity. The small number of participants, in some participant 
categories, at certain of the smaller study sites, increased the probability of 
identification; therefore site specific breakdowns have been omitted.  

 
Table 11: Breakdown of Participant Numbers & Type Across Study Sites 

 
Participant Category Number 

Teaching Staff   43 
Students 33 
Community Members 15 
Early School Leavers 9 
Program Staff Youth Initiatives 6 
Total Interviewed 106 
 

The data collected from interviews has been analysed against Element 2 of the 
model developed for this research – Determining School and Community Capacity. 
As identified previously, the work of Labonte and Laverack (2001a; 2001b) was 
used to establish a rating scale against which to rate nine domains that are 
important for measuring community capacity. These are: participation; leadership; 
organisational structure; problem assessment; resource mobilisation; the ability to 
‘ask why’?; links to others; the role of outside agencies; and, program planning and 
development with community.   
 
Prior to commencing data collection the researchers identified factors that would 
represent optimal attainment across each of the capacity domains, as they relate to 
the school/community context. These are outlined in Table 12.   
 

Table 12: Indicators of Optimal Attainment across Capacity Domains 
 
Capacity 
Domains 

 

 
Participation 

There was active participation between the school and the 
community identified through reciprocal involvement in school and 
community based groups and organisations 

Leadership There were clear indicators of the school being supported, through 
the mechanism of strong leadership (either school or community 
based), in their participation with the community and their 
mobilisation and involvement in decision making 

Organisational 
structure 

There was a structured process in place for the school and the 
community to come together for a range of activities including 
information sharing, discussion of issues and concerns and 
socialisation 
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Capacity 
Domains 

 

Problem 
Assessment 

There was a process in place through which the school and the 
community work together to identify problems impacting on the 
school and work together toward their solution with a shared agenda 
for problem resolution 

Resource 
Mobilisation 

The school and the community were found to be committed to 
working together to find and mobilise, with their own community, 
resources to support the achievement of enhanced education 
aspirations and attainment  

Ability to ‘Ask 
Why?’ 

There was a clear commitment identified, within the school and/or the 
community to critically review inequities, (particularly as they related 
to educational attainment) and to working to address these to support 
enhanced aspirations and attainment 

Links with 
Others 

There were strong social and inter organisational networks in place 
between the school and the wider community, particularly as these 
relate to supporting enhanced educational aspirations and attainment 

Role of 
Outside 
Agents 

There were clear and recognised outside agents in place who are 
involved with the school and who work to maximise the options 
available to the school (both material and analytical) to support 
enhanced educational aspirations and attainment 

Program 
Planning and 
Development 
with 
Community 

There were clear roles and responsibilities identified as being in 
place across the school and community to ensure that there is a level 
of community involvement in program planning, development and 
management at the school and in facilitating group action to manage 
change processes likely to support enhanced educational aspirations 
and attainment  

 
 

These optimal indicators were then mapped using the concept developed by 
Labonte & Laverack (2001a; 2001b) to establish a visual representation of what a 
strong school/community capacity relationship would look like across indicators.  
 
An example of how this process was applied is provided in Figure 13 (overleaf). 
 
All data gathered during the interview process was rated6

 

 and visually depicted as a 
map to provide a summary assessment of the school/community capacity at each of 
the study sites. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
6 The collation of the specific definitions for each of these determinants and the ratings scale 
used for this study are provided in detail in Table 1 (Domains and Rating Scale for measuring 
Community Capacity Across Study Sites) in the introductory section of this report. 
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Figure 14: Map of an Optimal School/Community Capacity Relationship 
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3.2 Study Site K 
The demographic analysis for Study Site K (provided in Section 2 of this report) 
highlighted some levels of disadvantage in regard to existing product and human 
capital across the school and community, and a reasonably good series of 
connections within the community in terms of participation, trust and community 
connection. Interview data consolidated understandings of levels of social and 
human capital and enabled clear ratings to be given at this site against the 
established research model. The following pages provide a thematic analysis of 
these findings across each of the capacity domains (please refer to Table 1 for 
definitions for each of the domains and the rating scales applied in the assessment 
of capacity domain status).  

Domain 1 - Participation  
On the first domain relating to levels of participation between the school/community, 
Study Site K achieved a rating of 2 out of a possible 3, and an assessment of a 
moderate rate of school-community participation. 
 
The feedback from interviews and focus groups with the school and the wider 
community indicates that there are instances where strong connections between 
the school and the community have been established. There is evidence of support 
– and participation – between the school and the local community through local 
businesses (such as manufacturing and mechanical business) that provide work 
experience, employment and apprenticeships for students at Study Site K: 
 

The bigger industries have been supportive of school based apprenticeships  
which have been fostered with help from the LLEN.  

(school staff) 
 
The provision of this type of support is valuable, both from the perspective of the 
school/community participation indicator, and in regard to what has been identified 
within the literature as establishing ‘positive’ reasons for early school leaving (Lamb 
et al. 2004). While there was overall general agreement that local businesses were 
supportive of the school, there were also instances identified in which 
apprenticeships had been established with businesses, without the knowledge of 
the school. This was assessed by a number of participants as problematic, and as 
having the potential to create tensions between the school and key businesses in 
town. The fact that this was raised during interview as being problematic 
(regardless of the extent to which it may actually impact on options available for 
young people) highlights the importance of maximising reciprocal communication 
between the study site and the broader community from the perspective of 
building/maintaining strong community/school ties.  
 
Further evidence of good participation between the school and community was 
identified in the existence of volunteerism activities (students participate within the 
town on clean-up activities) and through opportunities for students to learn about 
local, not-for-profit organisations such as the Country Fire Authority and the State 
Emergency Services - visits which are organised by the school. The school also 
regularly invites guest speakers from the community to talk with students and good 
connections have been kept with past students of the school, and with local 
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) community representatives.  
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There are also established mentoring programs that are offered in the community to 
school students (mainly primary school students) through the Men’s Shed and other 
community based clubs. School-community participation is further complemented 
by Study Site K providing regular updates about activities occurring in the school to 
the community, disseminated through the local print media. This is seen as a 
positive action by the school in developing the relationships with its community, as 
highlighted by the comments such as: 
 

 [i]t builds the profile of the school and its place in the community.  
(community member)  

 
School-community participation in Study Site K was not, however successfully 
established in a number of other key areas, and there was not a strong sense that 
participation was based on a partnership approach – critical to meeting this domain 
(Kilpatrick et al., 2003). Mechanisms for participation were most often initiated by 
the school and lacked a strong level of community/school reciprocity: 
 

There are some connections (between the school and the community) but 
 it’s not strong.         

(school staff) 
 
Further examples that participation, particularly participation initiated by the 
community rather than the school, was less than optimal are captured in statements 
such as: 
 

Local government needs to do more. It claims to be offering services to 
youth but there doesn’t seem to be much action or evidence of this - 
more rhetoric than anything.      

 (school staff) 
 

Support in the past from Council has been good, but not at the moment.  
       (school staff) 

    
Despite the effort by the school to improve participation, there was still a sense that 
this was not being fully realised: 
 

Lots of people are available as mentors and support people but we can’t 
tap them. The town attracts amazing people – in their old age. We don’t 
use them much and the kids don’t appreciate them.  

(school staff) 
 
It was widely acknowledged by those interviewed, particularly school staff and 
community members, that Study Site K was working to build connection with the 
local community. However a thematic analysis of the interview data identified issues 
- particularly in relation to school-parent relations - that were assessed as limiting 
levels of participation.  
 
The nature of these perceived barriers is captured in statements such as: 
 

School-parent links are further hindered by community: The school is 
trying to bridge the gap which will lead to increased parent involvement 
but often shift-work and issues like that prevent it. So, the school is 
trying to put in place actions to improve things on various levels but the 
uptake is difficult. 

(school staff) 
   

     The Com
m

unity Voice  



 

 66 

If parents haven’t had a great experience at school as a kid it’s hard to 
get over that block, that is, from the parents to their kids.   

(school staff) 
 
Generational poverty, ignorance and a poor history of parental 
connection with the school acts as a barrier (to participation). 

    (school staff) 
 
… programs needed to help strengthen the ties between parents and 
the school: This is particularly important for parents who are unfamiliar 
with school. 

 (community member) 
 
The value of building stronger ties between parents and the school is supported by 
literature insights which clearly show the important role of school/parental 
relationships in enhancing student outcomes and aspirations (Epstein & Sheldon, 
2002; Sheldon & Epstein, 2004). 

 
Key reasons for the lack participation between the school and the community cited 
during data collection, related to the existence of educational alternatives and socio-
economic factors. Interview participants from across the participant categories 
assessed that, due to the fact that the town in which Study Site K is located has 
another secondary school option (non government), the government secondary 
school in Study Site K has to ‘compete’ for student enrolments (including high 
achieving students), connection and acceptance within the community. The 
situation was assessed by school, youth worker, parent, and community 
participants, as resulting in Study Site K having to build the reputation of the school 
around student outcomes, behaviours, and achievements if they are going to be 
successful in achieving better levels of connection and participation with community. 
The validity of this assessment was not tested within the scope of this research 
however the frequency with which it was raised highlights the need to acknowledge 
this as a perceived barrier at this study site to building levels of participation 
between school and community.  
 
The second influencer to building levels of participation relates to the socio 
demographic profile of the locality. The demographic profile built for this study site 
highlighted disadvantage across a number of indicators (refer Section 2 of this 
report). This profile, when considered against interview feedback, depicts a location 
in which a clear link can be made between the demographics of the community and 
the influence these have on people’s views of education, and the role of the school. 
For instance, the town has higher than state average levels of poverty, and high 
levels of unemployment - factors consistently raised by participants (across all 
categories) in their assessment of barriers and enablers to community participation: 
 

Family influences: education is not seen as important; no one else has 
gone on to further education in the family so it is not seen as important 
or valued… or the reluctance to go to school relates to their parental 
backgrounds. This makes connections with these families difficult.  

(school staff) 
 
About two-thirds of the community have a Cert IV or less. Fewer of the 
population have a formal education or have completed VCE. There is 
limited interest in working with school staff. 

 (school staff) 
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…but I haven’t really figured out what I want to do. I knew I had a  
dream as a kid but I decided that that was too big for a person like me. 
Lots of people (mates) in the town don’t have much time for school and 
the teachers aren’t very easy to talk to so I just don’t have anything to 
do with the school now that I have left. 

 (early school leaver) 
 
I suppose that the community doesn’t share the view, but it’s widely 
known that if you finish school it leads to more opportunities. It just isn’t 
something that is very important in this community. 

 (student) 
 
The cumulative impact of these factors was assessed, by those involved in 
interview, as being a lack of community understanding about the role that the non 
government secondary school plays within the community:  
 

This community is not committed to education…it’s just interested in 
keeping the kids off the street.  

 (school staff) 
 

For the community the notion of maintaining student involvement in 
school is related to personal, “community” safety. 

(school staff) 
  

I guess our parents care but not people in the community. Not about 
what I do as long as I don’t cause trouble. 

(student) 
 
No – not really – I just have to worry about myself and there is not much 
out there. 

(early school leaver) 
 
These findings align strongly with the literature (Curtis & McMillan 2008; Lamb et al., 
2004; Warren et al., 2009) which highlights the impact of factors such as 
demographics and parental attitude around the role and value of education in 
increasing the disconnect between the school and the community. 
 
Two suggestions for improving community participation were raised during this 
research. It was identified that stronger links between the community and the school 
need to established (We need to ask and be inviting and accepting of the 
community coming in (to the school). One strategy for facilitating this was identified 
as being to encourage people to come into the school to provide different, skilled 
services (health, legal) to assist and advise the students. A second potential 
strategy related to overcoming identified levels of resistance to education and the 
education system. There was a consistent trend identified, particularly among the 
school staff participant group, that there is a need for work to be undertaken with 
community to build a better understanding of the role and place of education.  
 

VET and VCAL – non academic options helps engage parents in the 
schooling of their child.       

(school staff) 
 
The nature and type of feedback received during interview relating to the domain of 
participation highlighted that there was work that still needed to be undertaken at 
the site to establish reciprocal participation between the school and the community. 
While some good connections have been established within the local community, 
and some level of reciprocal participation is in place, much of the connection 
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remains a school driven initiative and strategy development is still needed to 
maximise the establishment of a stronger sense of participatory partnership 
between the school and the community.  

Domain 2 - Leadership  
In regard to the domain of leadership, and the impact of leadership on enhancing 
the potential for positive educational outcomes, Study Site K achieved a rating of 1 
out of a possible 3, and an assessment of a need to strengthen the school-
community leadership structures in place for the site.  
 
At Study Site K, the capacity to provide support, inclusiveness, motivation and role 
modelling were all included within participant definitions of leadership.    
 
An analysis of interview data for this study site found evidence that, despite 
‘pockets’ of leadership being identified as being present in both the school and in 
the community, there were few examples cited of where leadership has generated 
significant activity and reciprocity between the school and the community. It was 
assessed by participants that leadership has floundered in terms of being 
coordinated and integrated into the school/community environment.  
 
Within the school environment itself the data collection process found evidence of 
leadership and support provided by the principal. This leadership approach was 
viewed as open and supportive - The principal tries hard…he gets involvement and 
discussion going with the staff - and proactive - we have never felt lacking in 
support, motivation and encouragement. This type of approach and role has been 
shown consistently to play a central role in achieving good school/community 
capacity outcomes (Gamage et al., 2009; Kilpatrick et al., 2003; Sahid, 2004) and 
was found to be a positive foundational attribute within this study site.  
 
Leadership traits were also identified amongst the teaching staff – There are good 
role models in staff – as well as a view that change processes within the school 
worked effectively. This was particularly true in instances in which school leadership 
was able to work with staff in gaining higher levels of cooperation and consensus.  
 

Changes and different approaches have been implemented this year. If 
everyone’s on board then leadership works well between staff and this 
then translates to parents and students.      

(school staff) 
 
While this was assessed as a positive element of leadership, opportunities for 
uptake of senior leadership roles within the school were considered to be limited - 
chances for higher leadership roles in the school can be hard – and much of the 
assessment relating to leadership was based on leadership and its place within the 
school itself rather than in the broader community.  In order for community capacity 
building for this domain to be effective, leadership needs to move from being school 
based and/or directed (by the school toward the community) if it is to maximise the 
value that it has for driving an agenda for change (Kilpatrick et al., 2003). 
 
When the issue of student leadership at Study Site K was examined during 
interview there were indications of attempts being made to build student leadership 
through providing opportunities to develop leadership ambitions and skills, and to 
assume leadership roles within the school.  
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Leadership camps and the targeting of particular students to consider taking on 
leadership roles – (We encouraged kids to be leaders) were identified as strategies 
used within the school while, at the school/community interface, options for building 
student/youth leadership were also being explored. These options however had not 
been consolidated at the time of data collection. 
 

They want to start a Youth Council/Committee … We were hoping to 
target people for a focus group. Students (and) those from the 
community can discuss things that are important to them and then feed 
this back to the Council. We are hoping to attract these young people to 
council and share in the leadership.  It will eventuate but it is hard…The 
ones that really need to be there – the disengaged ones – are the ones 
that don’t come along. However for most of the disengaged ones…if 
they come along they won’t get it. They just don’t connect. Talking 
about what you like about the time, or the improvements about this, 
doesn’t connect with basic function – what am I going to eat.  

(Youth worker) 
 
Acknowledging these moves to build student leadership potential, both by the 
school and by the community, there was also feedback provided indicating that 
student leadership roles were not fully encouraged or fostered within the school 
system. This is captured in statements such as: 
 

School captains aren’t shown to the school as valued by the school and 
we don’t appear to value it [leadership] at school…we haven’t had 
leadership assembly yet and it’s nearly the end of semester.   

(school staff) 
 
Feedback was also received from school staff participants assessing that student 
leadership is not fostered, nor seen as important, by the students themselves and 
this makes building student leadership a difficult process.  
 
 

 Some kids are offered opportunities to be leaders themselves – some 
 don’t want it and it isn’t valued by their peers.     

(school staff) 
 
 Kids don’t aspire to be dux of the school.    

(school staff) 
 
Given the literature findings relating to the critical role of engagement for students 
through mechanisms such as leadership (DEECD, 2008; Lamb et al., 2004), this 
was an issue requiring action at this study site. 
 
Analysis of interview data across all participant categories highlighted that there 
was limited overt consideration given to leadership roles and approaches with the 
potential to enhance reciprocal arrangements across the two communities (school 
and community).  It was identified that the leadership from within the school has not 
translated into change within the community, and it was assessed by study 
participants that the school would benefit most by drawing upon the skills of others 
in the community to provide leadership to further encourage school-community 
engagement and participation.  
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This view is effectively captured in statements such as: 
 

The school Council may work well but they could be doing better. The 
Board needs to include other parents – including those that send their kids 
elsewhere to school.   

(community member) 
 
An analysis of indicators of leadership showed that, of the activities in place 
involving the school and the community, in only about 30% of cases was there 
evidence of strong leadership involving some evidence of good leadership 
approaches involving reciprocity across communities (school and broader).   
 
There was a sense that there is not a shared vision around the value or importance 
of leadership - a factor assessed as potentially reflecting the ambivalence toward 
strong leadership traits at Study Site K. 
 
 

Leadership within the community in which Study Site K is housed was 
correspondingly assessed as being limited. There were few examples of strong 
leadership provided during data collection, with a sense of ambivalence towards 
leadership in the community emerging as a theme during the data analysis process. 
While participants for this research referred to examples of leadership being in 
place in individual organisations and fields of practice, this was not assessed as 
having translated into leadership for the wider-community: 
 

 
I see the executive officer of that organisation or the manager of that 
business doing their own thing and looking after their empires – I don’t 
see them doing something proactive for the community.    

(community member) 
 
There are sports leaders, but a lack of others.    

(community member) 
 
 

or leadership that mobilises change for young people: 
 
 

business people are seen as leaders but they don’t link up with the kids 
and the kids don’t see them as role models.  

(school staff) 
 

Further, there was a sense that, as a community collective, there was limited 
leadership that could underpin the development of strong links for participation and 
involvement across the school and community. In essence it was not just a lack of 
leadership between and across the school and the broader community but rather, 
an absence of leadership as an important catalyst for change.  

 
I don’t think there is a lot of leadership in the community. Who would 
you call as a community leader in (name of town) No one.                           

(youth worker) 
 
I don’t think there is leadership here but in (another location) you can 
point to the (name) leadership group. They are trying to do something 
proactive to be leaders whereas people here are focused on doing their 
own things, and they don’t ever step out of their roles to do other stuff.                    

(community member) 
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There is a leadership vacuum – especially in local government and 
council – democracy in (name of town) is not working as well as it could. 

(community member) 
 
In the community there are not many examples of good leadership: 
local government for youth is not successful.                                          

(school staff) 
. 

 
There were a number of reasons put forward for the lack of leadership in this 
community. It was suggested that leadership shortfalls were a result of the drain of 
‘younger’ people from the town after completing school; leaving and never returning. 
It was also suggested that younger - potential community leaders – employed in the 
town that houses Study Site K often live outside the town and are therefore not 
contributing, or committed to, the community, beyond their work capacity.  Linked to 
this type of disengagement was the issue of competing demands and interests  - 
individuals were identified as having the skills and capacity – and potential -  to 
provide leadership within the wider community but were seen to be overwhelmed 
with other commitments that were given priority due to greater and pre existing 
levels of connection 
 
These causal factors for poor leadership across the community are articulated in 
the following quotes:  
 

There is a different dynamic here, the town is losing its high performers 
and the school alters as a result of this and the leadership of the school 
is diminished by the loss of parents who are drivers of change.  

(community member) 
 

I can identify a group of people who could be potential leaders and they 
are already swamped with things they are already doing…may be that’s 

one reason why we are just drifting along in the community, and that 
filters through to the young people because we are all kind of apathetic. 

      (youth worker) 
 
Despite these issues, an analysis of the data shows that there is an inherent 
capacity within the community to achieve strong and beneficial group leadership 
situations aimed at achieving change. A number of examples include: 
 

• A recreational redevelopment group that was keen and vibrant and it has 
brought disparate groups together and it works. 

• A prison based community liaison group (There has been good leadership 
shown by this group). 

• Positive leadership from the police to strengthen community relationships 
between the young, local Maori population in the town (There was a bit of 
trouble here in the Maori community and the police took the initiative and 
organised a touch rugby play off in the community on Fridays…they now 
compete in a three region competition…that’s breaking down the barriers 
with the young people). 

 

Developing strategies to tap into this potential is an important part of using 
leadership to enhance capacity at the school/community interface. 
 
In summary, the data highlighted that there is minimal leadership to support active 
reciprocal participation between the school and community at this study site. The 
data from across the study site highlights a paucity in overall leadership and a 
sense of ambivalence within the school (from the students) and in the community, 
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towards leadership. There is however evidence of leadership potential and success 
within the community and within the school – albeit operating separately - as well as 
good examples where leadership in the community has been successful in 
strengthening levels of social capital.  

Domain 3 – Organisational Structure  
When measuring capital capacity at an individual study site, there is invariably a 
cumulative impact across measures resulting from the interrelated nature of many 
of the areas being examined. As Study Site K (and the township in which it is 
located) have recorded only low to moderate levels of attainment in the domain of 
reciprocal leadership, as well as in the levels of participation between the school 
and the community, the rating for the domain of organisational structure is also in 
the lower range. Based upon the analysis of data for this domain, there are only a 
few examples of structured organisational sharing between the school and the 
community, resulting in a rating of 1.5 for this domain.  
 
There is evidence of planned and structured processes facilitated by the school 
through community based and joint activities, but many of these examples involved 
a minimal level of collaboration in terms of information sharing, expressing 
collective views or networking across individuals, groups and organisations – key 
requirements within this capacity domain.  
 
The school organises school socials (VCE Formal and Debutant Ball) in which the 
wider community comes together to support the students and the school. The 
school also participates in interschool sports which offer a structured event that 
encourages wider community participation. The local Country Fire Authority runs 
courses for students at the school - and other community groups have involvement 
with the students at the school. While these provide examples of planned and 
structured processes for bringing the school and community together they don’t 
reflect a strategy aimed at using the structure of the organisation as the catalyst for 
information sharing and networking; if this does occur it is consequential rather than 
planned.  
 

There were some comments, made by teachers at the school, about plans to 
establish language classes at the school which would be open and available to the 
wider community. This would provide added benefit to the school and engage the 
wider community within the school - and using the school’s facilities - as a means of 
information sharing. This represents a school initiated process that may have some 
impact on the domain of organisational structure into the future. 
 

The rating for Study Site K on this organisational domain is not indicative of a lack 
of initiative or commitment by the school– data analysis highlights a trend within the 
school toward attempting to enhance options for students (Study Site K) is really 
trying to throw different options in front of young people and to make a change) and 
to develop community links. However the lack of participation and reciprocal 
leadership has resulted in the school not being viewed as a key organisation in the 
community, or one to be included in the networking and organisational connection 
process (There are some connections (between the school and the community) but 
it’s not strong).  
 

Increasing levels of reciprocal participation provides one avenue through which to 
shift this existing perception. The facilitation of more community activities and 
groups to use the facilities at the school could further build the physical connections 
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between the local community and the school, as could the inclusion of other 
organisational services into the school: 
 

 The community needs to build better links and connections with the 
school. Bringing people into the school who provide different, skilled 
services (health and legal) to assist students could be valuable. 
Providing awareness as well as service provision into the schools by 
working with them.   

(school staff) 
 

Analysis of data specific to this domain show that Study Site K is working to 
facilitate greater connections between the community and the school environment, 
and to enhance current perceptions of the school as a key organisation within the 
local community. The leadership issues identified previously diminish the 
opportunities to identify the school as an organisational structure for wider 
community networking, ideas sharing, and as a conduit through which to express 
views. Interview participants, particularly those from the school staff and youth 
worker category, identified issues of generational poverty, unemployment and a 
historical disconnection to the school as creating a further barrier to connection 
between the school and its community, particularly as a social or community hub.  
 
A structured strategy for bringing the community into the school and encouraging 
the use of its resources and facilities could be advantageous in building stronger 
connections between the school and the community – and enhancing the 
conceptualisation of the school as a key organisation within the broader community and 
business context.   

Domain 4 – Problem Assessment  
In regard to the domain of problem assessment, data analysis showed that there 
was existing capacity at this study site to identify problems, specifically as they 
related to the young people of the town. There were instances identified by 
participants of problems being worked through collectively between the school and 
the wider community (refer below). This capacity is overtly acknowledged as a 
strength for this study site. However, there were also examples provided during the 
mapping process highlighting that, where problems were identified, there was no 
collaborative approach for problem solving in place between the school and 
community – problem solving remained school initiated rather than collectively 
identified and addressed. Of the problems/issues identified within Study Site K and 
the community through this research, in only a proportion of the instances did there 
appear to be a collective approach to addressing the problems. As such Study Site 
K’s rating on this domain is 1.5. 
 
Three major issues were identified relating to Study Site K that provide examples of 
both a move toward integrated problem solving, and of a need for further 
development of processes of collective problem assessment.  
 
The first pertains to the fact that the town in which Study Site K is located houses 
two schools; Study Site K itself and a non government school within the locality. 
This was assessed by a significant proportion of research participants as impacting 
on community perceptions of Study Site K. Study participants assessed that Study 
Site K is often viewed as the ‘poor relation in terms of an educational option: 
 

 The community sees money and so private school is identified first 
within the community – then the government school. 

(school staff) 
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 There is competition in the region between the schools – private is seen 
as ‘better.’ 

 (school staff) 
 
 Competition between schools leads to our numbers falling and people 
saying ‘you wouldn’t want to go to that school’.    

 (school staff) 
 
Study Site K has sought to address this problem by developing some stronger 
connections between the community and the school (We’re trying to build a positive 
profile at the school instead of a ‘cruising mode’…we are getting a great response 
from the community). It was acknowledged, by both school and community 
participants, that there had been a greater investment in highlighting the school’s 
successes and the important role of public education within the community. This 
investment has also resulted in the forging of stronger links with community.  
 
This approach is indicative of a capacity to identify problems, and solutions, and to 
understand the important role of connecting with community to achieve sustained 
change. This was a positive initiative but an analysis of interview data reinforced 
that this change was both initiated and operationalised by the school. It did not 
involve a strong community element, either in the initial assessment of the problem, 
or in the development of a solution to the issue. In essence it lacked the strong 
school/community integration needed to achieve an optimum capacity rating in the 
area of problem assessment. 
 
As work is undertaken to enhance capacity in the domains of Leadership and 
Participation, a collective response to the identification and assessment of problems 
may be further consolidated. 
 
The issue of intergenerational poverty and long-term unemployment at this study 
site was assessed by participants across all participant categories as being a 
significant one. As identified throughout the literature review, issues of socio-
economic disadvantage have been consistently associated with poorer aspirations 
and educational outcomes (Bouck 2004). The extent to which this was an identified 
problem at Study Site K is clearly captured in statements such as: 

 
Many students have parents who are both unemployed: They have low 
skills and there are many generational issues.     

 (school staff) 
 
It’s a welfare town – public housing or government assistance with 
rent ,,, the community, historically, is lower SES and this results in 
poorer health and education options for the community. People are 
more disadvantaged.   

(school staff) 
 
The community, historically, is lower SES and this results in generally 
poorer health and educational options for the community.  

 (community member) 
 
It’s really hard finding a job at the moment – I got turned down from a 
job at KFC. (I think) opportunities are a lot better elsewhere.   

(early school leaver) 
 
(People) come here expecting more services and they just don’t 
exist…The Salvos are taxed and the St Vinnies are taxed (high 

     The Com
m

unity Voice  



 

 75 

demand)…everyone is taxed…everyone is teetering on burn out. I can’t 
see a single person who has a quiet time… makes focus on education 
hard.    

(youth worker) 
 

These statements illustrate the extent to which socio economic disadvantage is 
overtly linked with lowered student aspirations at this study site. 
 
In terms of problem assessment, there is limited indication of a collective and 
reciprocal process for assessing and addressing these identified issues at this study 
site. Parental support for the school, and for education generally, is viewed as a 
crucial factor in assessing and addressing this problem: 
 

Parental influence is very important.  
(school staff) 

 
It gets down to families and parents and the importance they place on 
education.  

(community member) 
 
Students can be very bright and have aspirations. Then they get a part 
time job at one of the fast food chains. They encourage them to go full 
time ‘we provide training; you’re management material’. Kids don’t 
understand that that may not translate to useful skills elsewhere. The 
parents are just happy to have them in the work force – earning money. 

(school staff) 
 
I don’t think a (single organisation or agency) can make a community 
feel passionate about education. I think it can bring people together to 
highlight the issues but that’s not going to change the perceptions of 
parents, or the welfare issues or the lack of services.  

(youth worker) 
 
If parents are not there or are not interested in education or education 
has not been a positive experience there is no impetus that you must 
get an education in order to work. 

(youth Worker)  
 
However, the school has implemented some strategies to increase their response 
capacity to the diverse aspirations of students, including through programs and 
supports such as VET and VCAL.  
 
The strategy of increasing options to address identified problems was 
acknowledged by interview participants. (Study Site K) is really trying to throw 
different options in front of young people and making a difference), including further 
developing the schools welfare/support services (The school has a welfare team 
that focuses on student welfare, safety and care), and encouraging students to 
complete school (We actively encourage students to finish their education to 
improve their opportunities).  
 
Within the wider community, the LLEN, LLEN associated programs and Group 
Training provide additional supports to assist students (LLEN promotes student 
involvement). The establishment of an out-of-school program for young people, 
funded by Study Site K, and run at a youth focused facility in the main street, 
provides some community based support for problem solving (Disengaged students 
have a learning program to connect back with the school, while the bigger industries 
in the town provide apprenticeships for some early school leavers. Overall however 
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there is a sense, as observed by student participants in this research project, that 
the community is not committed to addressing the problems or supporting the 
school and its student body to succeed in meeting their aspirations (The community 
is not all that worried about us finishing – we don’t see much from the community at 
all).   
 
Other issues identified by interview participants at this site which were assessed as 
requiring a stronger capacity for collective problem assessment and solving 
included: 
 

• The lack of available youth, family and mental health services (There are a 
lack of formal support services in the community and (service name) may 
only provide a particular service one day a fortnight in this town); 
 

• The lack on housing options for young people;  
 

• Few scheduled youth activities available in town (I think we should have a 
youth hub) here like there is in (another rural town named here)); 
 

• Teenage binge drinking (The influence of peer pressure regarding drugs and 
alcohol is very strong) and (Alcohol is a huge problem – they (the students) 
go round to peoples houses and have a drink); and, 
 

• Bullying, including cyber bullying (Schools across the region are struggling 
with bullying). 

 

It was acknowledged that FReeZA and other cultural events are held at Study Site 
K. However, it was assessed that these are often not well patronised or attended 
(It’s a real struggle to get young people to these events because they are drug and 
alcohol free). These types of activities are indicative of structured and very real 
attempts by the school to address the problems being faced by young people at this 
location. The issue relating to the community capacity domain of ‘Problem 
Assessment’ is not a lack of intent, but rather the lack of presented evidence around 
the existence of a structured, collective, and reciprocal process through which to 
seek to resolve identified issues.  
 

In summary, a number of issues relevant to the examination of the domain of problem 
assessment were identified for Study Site K. There were examples provided of the 
school and the community seeking to work collectively to try and address key problems 
of concern across the school and the community. Conversely a number of problems 
were identified that were found to have no process in place for joint resolution at either 
the school or the community level. Further, there was not a proactive process in place 
for reciprocal assessment of problems impacting on the community, and as a 
consequence of this, on the school and on the potential aspirations of students.  
 
 

Domain 5 – Resource Mobilisation  
Capacity for resource mobilisation was variable in that Study Site K shows some 
capacity for mobilising resources, but this mobilisation appears to be largely 
coordinated by the school and involves the targeting of particular organisations 
within the community to respond to particular needs. Additionally data analysis 
highlighted instances where the resources (human, physical and social) were not 
being effectively harnessed to maximise the aspirational attainment of young people, 
and to drive educational and career attainment. Consequently, Study Site K’s rating 
for this domain is 1.5.  
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Examples of successful transference of resource mobilisation in the community 
were found in the school facilitating visits from local, not-for-profit organisations 
such as the Men’s Shed and the Service Men’s Club to provide mentoring for late 
primary/early secondary school students.  Other examples included the local 
branches of the Country Fire Authority and the State Emergency Services running 
programs at the school to discuss their organisational roles and to encourage new 
recruits from within the student population. Some of this will contribute to improving 
student aspirations and provide opportunities for students to learn new skills.  
These examples highlight that there are resources that can be mobilised within the 
community to respond to particular needs of the younger population within the 
community. 
 

However, there are instances where resource mobilisation was at less than optimal 
levels. There were examples provided during data collection, particularly across the 
school staff, community and youth worker categories, of concerns relating to the 
local council and the capacity for the community to mobilise resources through this 
avenue to build on opportunity for young people: 
 

Local government needs to do more. It claims to be offering services to  
youth but there doesn’t seem to be much action or evidence of this…more 
rhetoric than anything.       

 (school staff) 
  
… Support in the past from Council has been good, but not at the moment 
Council is pretty much the same as the school – they want to do - But it’s 
not adequately resourced.      

 (community member) 
 
I think Council’s like to think they support people but when the actually 
come down to actually doing that work, I don’t know that they do that. 

 (youth worker) 
 

While it was acknowledged that there was a municipal recreation officer who 
provided some valuable (fractional) youth support for events such as FReeZA and 
National Youth Week, it was generally felt that greater provision and resourcing of 
youth services was necessary and needed to exceed the level of council support 
that was already being provided.  
 
There was also evidence from the data collected for this research that there were 
other resources within the community that were not being fully tapped or mobilised 
and which could benefit the youth of the town:  
 
 

Lots of people are available as mentors and support people but we 
can’t tap them. The town attracts amazing people – in their old age. We 
don’t use them much and the kids don’t appreciate them.  

(school staff) 
 
Learning from business – there is not enough information provided in 
our community to students that tells them about career pathways. For 
example how students can become real estate agents or IT 
professionals. 

(school staff)    
 
Study Site K is trying to set up a learner driver program but what has 
been found is that the same people come to the meetings all the time 
and provide what time they can with limited resources to help them.  

(youth worker) 
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In addition, interview participants assessed that there were limited resources 
available at other educational organisations to meet the needs of young people in 
town. Available course choices at the community house were assessed as limited 
(Adult community education here is pretty appalling…there are limited choices), as 
were those available through TAFE (Less choice and few options available, UB is 
accessible on paper but difficult to access (in reality).  
 
This feedback highlights that work needs to be done to mobilise existing resources, 
to better meet the needs of the school and community. It was assessed that this is 
difficult because of a number of factors. The socio-economic statuses, level of 
poverty and unemployment profile have already been identified as barriers in terms 
of resource mobilisation. They were assessed as impacting on resource availability 
within the community (i.e. resource demand is high, thereby impacting on overall 
availability). They were also identified as impacting because of the profile of the 
professional workforce and the fact that some of that workforce operated on a ‘fly-
in/fly-out’ basis.  
 

Educated employee parents in some organisations in (name of town) 
are doing the trip and either reside in Ballarat and drive to (name of 
town) for work or live in (name of town) and drive their kids into Ballarat 
for school.  

(community member)     
 
This was assessed as creating a resource vacuum – and one impacting on the 
ability to mobilise resources (skills and knowledge) to enhance school and 
community connection. In essence, it was assessed that, as community is a critical 
component in supporting student aspirations, if community capacity is compromised 
because key individuals are not connected within the community, then this reduces 
the ability to support young people in building and achieving their aspirations. The 
situation also decreases the resources available for support, role modelling, 
participation and leadership within a location.  
 
This assessment by interview participants is reinforced in the community capacity 
building literature. This literature highlights the importance of creating strong links 
between and across communities to enhance community strengthening and, 
through this, mobilise resources. To do this successfully it is necessary to create 
‘bridging’ and ‘linking’ connections (Spoehr et al., 2007). These type of connections 
are weakened if the individual does not view a community as integral to their own 
work or life aspirations or those of their children – a potential consequence of 
someone working (and/or schooling) in a different community to the one in which 
they live.  
 
 

In summary, Study Site K has implemented a range of strategies for drawing in 
some of the available resources within its local community to further add to its 
educational program. This is evident in consideration of the organisations that come 
into the school with different opportunities through information sharing, providing 
opportunities for volunteering and alternative education activities. However, there is 
little indication that other resources available through government institutions, the 
council and local businesses have been explored and strengthened. While issues 
such as: low SES, a perceived vacuum in terms of the skill base of residents; and, 
poor connections/ opportunities with other educational agencies have impacted on 
optimising resource mobilisation at Study Site K, there was capacity for enhancing 
this domain. The existence of a range of potential resource supports signals a need 
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to work to identify ways in which resource utilisation and mobilisation can be 
maximised.  
 
Strategies such as a strengthening and improvement in leadership ties, increasing 
levels of participation and connection between the school and broader community 
are also likely to support better mobilisation of community and school based 
resources. 

Domain 6 – ‘Asking Why?’  
In regard to the issue of strategies being used to address some of the inequalities 
experienced by young people relating to building and achieving their aspirations, 
there were a number of examples that were able to be drawn from the data 
collection process. Evidence of the school having worked with elements of the 
community to critically assess causes of inequities and to work to implement 
change strategies can be found in the implementation of programs such as VET 
and VCAL. 
 
These programs have been supported at the school to meet a growing need to 
support the educational aspirations of students and keep them engaged at school. 
There are also other organisations within the wider community - such as LLEN and 
LLEN related, after-school programs - that are all working to redress some of the 
inequalities of young people in Study Site K, especially those that have disengaged 
from school. Given the focus and commitment that is exhibited in the school and 
town – and based upon the comments received for this research – Study Site K 
receives a rating measure for this domain of 2.  
 
Study Site K has sought to address issues relating to student disengagement and 
absenteeism by introducing - and fully committing to - alternative educational 
programs (in addition to VCE subjects) for senior secondary students. It has also 
implemented specific/individual programs for some students to keep them engaged 
with school.  
 
VET and VCAL programs, as well as school based apprenticeships, were widely 
viewed by many of the participants as offering a range of different options to meet 
the wide variety of student needs and interests:  

 
The school offers a range of high quality programs tailored to the 
knowledge and skills of the students. This includes VCAL programs in 
which students do very well. 

(school staff) 
 

 VCAL keeps kids at school that wouldn’t otherwise complete. 
 (school staff) 

 

 VET programs provide trade options; hands on experience for students 
well. 

(community member) 
  
 The VCAL program helps prepare students for employment, especially 

 for students at risk of leaving school early. 
 (community member) 

. 
 

Some of the VCAL classes have influenced me to want to become a 
(the chosen occupation) I understand what happens and I find it easier 
to learn than say, maths. 

(student) 
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. 
 

While it appears that the VET and VCAL options were originally perceived by some 
staff as acting in competition to the traditional VCE program (Implementing VCAL 
was difficult for staff as it was perceived that good students were being taken from 
completing VCE), students’ responses to the program have been positive.  
 

 
The kids love the program. 

 (school staff) 
 
School based apprentice program is very good. 

 (student) 
 
Being able to do other things is much better for me. I didn’t really know 
what I wanted and wasn’t interested in much of the subjects but there 
are VET things and they are more much more interesting and easier for 
me. 

(student) 
 

 

The school has implemented other, non-traditional methods of teaching to 
encourage greater connection with learning for students, to reduce inequities 
created by only offering ‘traditional’ education (content and modalities) by better 
catering for and meeting the diverse interests and needs of students: 
 

Video conferencing offers a wider subject range and the school also.  
(school staff) 

  
Provides teleconference in other subject areas  

(school staff) 
. 
 

Teaching is offered in various mediums to provide young people with 
different learning methods cognisant of their needs and interests. 

 (school staff) 
 
The school is also embracing other techniques or options to improve the outcomes 
and address some of the inequalities experienced by its students, including the 
introduction, this year, of a new welfare program, to complement classroom 
management programs that are being implemented.  For disengaged students, the 
school is also trying to build their engagement with, and retention in, the school 
through flexible educational options and ‘reintroduction’ programs to enhance their 
relationship with education, through school: 
 

We’re trying to build retention rates. We look at them in Year 9 and 10 
to see how we can change their program; we negotiate to try and 
improve their enjoyment of school. Some attend for Maths and English. 
When that works okay we try and introduce another (subject). 

 (school staff) 
 
Additionally, the LLEN that supports Study Site K has a ‘shop front’ in the main 
street and provides a drop-in facility for students and disengaged youth.  Some of 
the town’s youth that are disengaged with formal schooling and attend an 
alternative education program, funded through the school, and held in the LLEN 
shopfront.  
 

This is better, I get to do things that are more like what I want and they 
understand where I want to go more than the teachers at school … I 
know that I have to do something if I want to get somewhere. 

 (student – early school leaver) 
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These strategies are indicative of a commitment at the study site to recognise 
inequity, to identify strategies to address these inequities, and to implement 
proactive responses. These are all significant, positive strategy approaches across 
this domain and they need to be overtly acknowledged.  
 
The feedback provided during interview highlighted that there were some limitations 
at this study site across this capacity domain. There was a view that the available 
responses were often targeted at those students who were disengaged and/or at 
risk, rather than those who were experiencing inequity, but were not at risk, or were 
aspiring to something other than a traditional educational pathway. Much of the data 
on this issue focused on the role of the LLEN and there were concerns raised in 
regard to whether the current approach was optimising responses to deal with 
inequity.  
 

Feedback presented a view that the role of LLENs was too restrictive and that, 
while it provided valuable support for gaining apprenticeships, it was not providing a 
key role of a community base for students from which to develop links between 
school and community, nor was it working to address needs for those for whom an 
apprenticeship was not an appropriate response strategy. The Department of 
Employment and Early Childhood Development clearly identifies the role of the 
LLEN as being to ‘use our knowledge of local opportunities, needs and issues, and 
our networks with employers, training and education providers, parents and families, 
agencies and individuals to set up programs that provide broader education, 
training and employment options for young people’ (DEECD Website).  
 
A common assessment at this study site was that the LLEN – as a resource to the 
school – was not making the strong connections with a broader range of 
stakeholders from the community, whose engagement would better support young 
people in achieving their aspirations (and in setting them). The issues underpinning 
inequity are diverse and complex and the responses put in place need to 
accommodate this diversity.   
 
In summary, there were a number of issues inherent to the school and broader 
community that contributed to inequity, and the school has worked to address these 
inequalities for young people (both for those young people at school, and those that 
have disengaged from school).  
 
There are good strategies in place for alterative and flexible learning programs 
aimed at improving young people’s educational and career options.  For many 
programs such as VET and VCAL provide other possibilities and formalised career 
pathways. Options introduced within the school support a more flexible learning 
environment for students (including those that are in the process of disengaging). 
 
Current support from organisations such as the LLEN helps respond to the needs of 
young people but would be enhanced through greater community involvement and 
the formulation of responses that include informed input from across the community. 

Domain 7 – Links with Others’  
In regard to this domain, much of the data that identifies issues specific to the 
establishment of partnerships, coalitions and voluntary alliances has already been 
identified and discussed as part of the assessment of the domains of ‘Participation’, 
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‘Problem Assessment’ and ‘Resource Mobilisation’. Consequently, only a brief 
summary, the rating measure and the key points supporting this assessment (and 
with reference to information in the earlier Domains) will be presented.  
Study Site K has established some social and inter organisational networks 
between the school and the community. These links were most evident between the 
school and some of the organisations in town supporting (disengaged) youth.  As 
well, links have also been established between the school, and local business, and 
between the school and community organisations. However, there is evidence that 
some broader connections between the school and the local community have not 
been fully realised.  
 
Based upon this information, Study Site K’s rating for this domain is 2. Evidence 
supporting this assessment is briefly outlined below.  
 
Social and inter organisational networks exist between the school and some 
community and business organisations in Study Site K.  The following networks 
exist between the school and the community; as noted their role in the school/ 
community interface has previously been discussed in detail:  
 

• The LLEN and LLEN associated programs involving a ‘shop front’ in the 
main street of the town and providing a drop in facility for students and 
disengaged youth. The program, supported by the school, is conducted at 
the LLEN premises (LLEN promotes student involvement, and Disengaged 
students have a learning program to connect back with the school). 

• Some local businesses offer work experience, employment and 
apprenticeships for students for Study Site K (The bigger industries have 
been supportive of school based apprenticeships which have been fostered 
with help from LLENS). 

• Different Community Organisations: CFA and SES; the local primary school, 
the Men’s Shed and other community based clubs, such as Legacy and The 
Lions Club have connections with the school. 

 
Despite this, the links and networks between the school and other community 
members and business organisations have not been consistently harnessed to 
improve the educational aspirations and achievement of the town’s young people.  
 
This is most evident in the feedback relating to the lack of networks that exist 
between the school and local council: 
 

Local government needs to do more. It claims to be offering services to 
youth but there doesn’t seem to be much action or evidence of 
this…more rhetoric than anything. 

(school staff) 
 
and connections between the school and the wider community: 
 

Lots of people are available as mentors and support people but we 
can’t tap them. The town attracts amazing people – in their old age. We 
don’t use them much and the kids don’t appreciate them. 

 (school staff)  
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The resultant impacts of not maximising ‘Links with Others’ on capacity have been 
explored extensively in regard to Study Site K. Links provide the foundational 
mechanism through which to build levels of participation, to identify and engage key 
leaders, to access community resources (physical, human and social) and to 
understand the scope of inequity and effectively respond to it. The data collected for 
this domain highlights that, while the school and the community have some 
established links between different agencies, community organisations, and some 
local businesses, there remain gaps in the networks between the school and key 
local establishments, as well as across the broader community: 
 

We need to ask and be inviting and accepting of the community coming 
in [to the school]. 

 (school staff) 
 
Most importantly, the initiative for the establishment of links continues to be taken by 
the school itself – this is indicative of a low level of community maturity in terms of 
networking and linkage development. It also highlights the critical importance of 
addressing issues of collaboration and partnership to shift the initiative from the school 
and towards a reciprocal approach to establishing both bridging (between groups) and 
bonding (within groups) links.  

Domain 8 – Role of Outside Agents  
As identified throughout this analysis on the capacity of Study Site K, there were a 
number of examples of the school accessing outside agents to support the school in 
service delivery and, through maximising diversity across the school, support the 
aspirations and enhance the educational outcomes of students – and also to 
support early school leavers in the general population.  
 
Acknowledging this, the domain of ‘role of outside agents’ refers specifically to 
connections both within and across communities to maximise opportunities to 
access and to share financial, social and physical resources. Against these criteria, 
and particularly in relation to issues of youth welfare, there were minimal instances 
of this occurring. Based upon the data collected, Study Site K receives a rating 
measure of 1.5 on this domain. 
 
For Study Site K there is a smaller service system infrastructure to draw on than 
would be available at larger regional centres. However this site does have access to 
a range of services based within the community, including those who come into the 
community for service delivery in a part time/outreach capacity from larger service 
centres. 
 
As identified previously, the key ‘outside agent’ involved with the school is the LLEN 
and Group Training. These were assessed as important both in enhancing 
educational options for young people and in creating a valuable connection across 
sectors within the community:  
 

In the community there is the (name of after hours program funded by 
the school) and the partnership between the school and LLEN. It’s good 
– it meets and discusses and tries to resolve issues for young people.  

(community member) 
 
Links with other ‘outside agents’ such as local businesses and community 
organisations have also been established with the school, to varying levels. 
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These links, while important to the school and community process of partnership 
building and connection, have scope for extension. Increasing school/community 
connection and maximising levels of reciprocity and higher order maturity in 
partnership building (Kilpatrick et al., 2003) requires a joint dialogue across a range 
of services. The greater the diversity in the networks created outside the school 
itself, the greater the capacity for enhanced options to support student aspirations. 
There was limited evidence provided, in the data collected for this site, to confirm 
that this type of linkage was occurring. The feedback suggested that the links and 
dialogue with key organisations in the town – such as local government, 
government departments, community groups and agencies - to facilitate and 
support youth are less than optimal. 

    
Further work is needed to proactively create bridging connections with outside 
agents.   
 
Domain 9 – Program Planning and Development with Community  
Program planning and development with community processes in Study Site K were 
found to be moderate. There is foundational control in place through the mechanism 
of the school council and their structured role in planning, governance, working 
toward the best interests of students, compliance and maximising educational 
opportunity (DEECD Website). The mandate to perform these roles ensures 
ongoing community involvement and participation across a range of program 
planning and development roles.   
 
Having acknowledged this foundational program responsibility at the school level, 
and recognising the connections between the school and some elements of the 
community (especially between local business and youth services and other 
community organisations), data collection provided few instances to validate that 
this connection involved reciprocal arrangements in decisions on program planning, 
implementation, evaluation, governance, administration, reporting and conflict 
resolution.  
 
There was no consistent data provided indicative of reciprocal community 
involvement and influence in the planning and development of programs aimed at 
maximising options for young people. While there was some level of input through 
school council, community involvement beyond this was not evidenced, nor was the 
school shown to have a strong program planning and development role in decision 
making across the broader community. Consequently Study Site K’s rating for this 
domain is 2.    
 
It was acknowledged by many participants that Study Site K was establishing a 
range of initiatives to build its connection with the local community, but a uniform 
assessment made by participants, in response to questions specific to this domain, 
was that consistent involvement, as partners, in decision making was not occurring. 
Involvement in program planning requires significant maturity in the 
school/community partnership. It is assessed that barriers to broader community 
involvement in program management include poor pre-existing parent – school links, 
low levels of participation and the need to build leadership ties.  
 
Levels of involvement in program management by community members are 
cumulative and require foundational capacities to be in place. Addressing the 
recommendations relating to building community connection and partnership across 
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other domains is likely to enhance the capacity to improve connections relating to 
this domain.   

3.3 Summary Domain Assessment Study Site K 
The examination of the extent to which Study Site K has established effective 
school and community connections across a range of key domains has 
identified a number of trends. These were: 
 
 Participation: There is a moderate level of reciprocal participation at this 

study site. Interview data highlighted some good connections between 
school and community, particularly in relation to service clubs, and some 
local businesses. The majority of this participation has been initiated by the 
school and needs to have a stronger reciprocal element for true community 
partnership to be achieved. Work still needs to occur at this site to maximise 
the establishment of a stronger sense of participatory partnership between 
the school and the community. There is a need to strengthen links with local 
council and to work closely with key community members to overcome 
barriers that remain in place stemming from a lack of community knowledge 
of, and commitment to, the school. 

 
 Leadership: The assessment of leadership has shown that leadership roles 

supporting active reciprocal links between the school and community are 
limited at this study site. The data from across the study site highlights that, 
in addition to there being a lack of a proactive agenda in place (driven by 
school leaders) for the school to take a lead role in building links between 
the school and the community, there is a sense of ambivalence within the 
school (from the students), and within in the community itself, towards the 
importance of using leadership to drive change. This made the development 
of reciprocity in regard to this domain difficult. In essence a culture of 
leadership was not strong within the community or the student body itself, 
thereby limiting the effectiveness of leadership initiatives within the school in 
establishing reciprocal links across school and community. Acknowledging 
this however, there was also information provided which highlighted 
evidence of leadership potential, and of successes within the community, 
and within the school, through certain groups and individuals taking a 
leadership role. These indicators of success need to be extended to 
strengthen school/community capacity at this site.  

 
 Organisational Structure: Data analysis specific to this domain has 

highlighted the fact that the school is not viewed as a central organisational 
structure within the broader community. Consequently there is a diminished 
capacity for this school to provide the conduit for the sharing of views and 
information, and for the establishment of networks. The school is working to 
facilitate greater connections between the community and the school 
environment, and to enhance current perceptions of the school as a key 
organisation within the local community. Issues within the broader community 
(generational poverty; unemployment; low levels of education) are impacting on 
participation and leadership and, consequent to this, on the attainment of 
enhanced outcomes in relation to organisational structure.   

 
 Problem Assessment: At this study site there were a number of examples 

provided of the school working, both with and without the community, to actively 
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engage in problem assessment and resolution. Conversely a common theme 
found throughout the data was that this approach was sporadic and many 
problems remained unresolved linked to the lack of a structured process for joint 
issues resolution at either the school or the community level. There is work that 
needs to be undertaken to build networks, create a sustained culture of 
information sharing, problem identification and actions to resolve problems as 
part of building localised self-determination and power.  

 
 Resource Mobilisation: Resource availability within the Study Site K 

community was identified as problematic for a range of reasons. These 
included low socio-economic indicators, poor levels of community education, 
and existing connections with key agencies and service providers that had 
not achieved their maximum potential. Countering this, Study Site K has 
sought to mobilise resources through having external agencies come to 
support educational initiatives and through working with key agencies such 
as the LLEN to support student options and opportunities. This has been a 
valuable process and one that needs to be expanded and consolidated. 
Resource streams such as government institutions, the council and local 
businesses should be explored as possible options for mobilisation of 
resources. Additionally a focus needs to be given to proactively identifying 
and working with key community agencies with capacity in regard to physical, 
human and social resources. 

 
 ‘Asking Why?’: Study Site K has a range of socio-economic and location 

demographics assessed as having an impact on levels of equity for students 
within that site. The data collection process highlighted that the school and 
particular groups within the community have worked consistently to address 
inequity for young people, particularly those disengaged from school. This 
has been achieved through the provision of alternative and flexible learning 
programs for improving young people’s educational and career options. 
Options such as VET and VCAL, as well as school based apprenticeship 
provide alternatives to traditional educational approaches. Current support 
from organisations, such as the LLEN, helps respond to the needs of young 
people, but ‘asking why’ inequities exist requires a consideration of 
influences across a range of levels – social, political, economic – and a more 
holistic assessment, involving a greater range of community groups would 
allow for critical analysis and reflection. Achieving this level of critical insight 
would allow for the formulation of responses that include informed input from 
across the broader community. 
 

 Links with Others: Building capacity through the establishment of ‘Links 
with Others’ must invariably be determined by the foundational work that has 
been put in place in regard to participation, leadership and resource 
mobilisation. It is unquestioned that the school has worked to establish a 
range of links with the community – business, parents, organisations 
(government and non government). However gaps remain with local council, 
key businesses and the broader community. Network development needs to 
continue, and to strengthen, to maximise optimum outcomes in regard to this 
domain for this Study Site. 
 

 Role of Outside Agents: Achieving a high rating in this domain requires a 
capacity to understand the nature and scope of the service network and to 
build extensive connection within and across communities, as well as with 
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key groups and agencies external to the local community. This has 
happened to some extent across this study site through the mechanism of 
the LLEN and a small number of local businesses. Building bridging 
pathways across communities and agencies has not been uniformly and 
consistently achieved at the study site and additional work is needed to 
ensure that this domain is strengthened. A focus needs to be on the 
development and implementation of strategies likely to create sustainable 
connections with, between and across a broader range of organisations.  
 

 Program Planning and Development with Community: While community 
involvement in school council provides a foundational level of program 
planning and development with community at this study site, stronger links 
are needed to develop reciprocal relationships between the school and the 
community. Strategies such as strengthening links between the school and 
parents, building wider community interest and knowledge about the school, 
building links with community organisations, disseminating information about 
the integral role of the school to the community, and making the school a 
hub for the community to use will help to build partnership and facilitate 
community involvement in program planning and development. 

 
The results across each of the nine capacity domains for this study site have been 
mapped overleaf in Figure 15, visually depicting both the strengths and challenges 
for this study site against the model applied during data collection. A consistent 
theme to emerge through the literature review process is the importance of 
establishing partnerships, leadership links and connections (Kilpatrick et al., 2003), 
particularly in terms of enhancing outcomes for young people in educational 
attainment. This study site is working to create links with the community across a 
range of domains but needs to develop stronger and more mature reciprocal 
relationships achieve stronger outcomes. There needs to be a shift away from 
partnerships that are initiated, in the main, by the school, to connections that are 
reciprocal in problem solving, decision making, resource and information sharing, 
planning and strategy development.  
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PROGRAM 
PLANNING AND 
DEVELOPMENT 
WITH COMMUNITY: 
:   
Limited 
 
Challenges: 
Parent- community 
involvement (bridge 
gap); Community 
leadership to produce 
change.  
 

Strategies: 
• Develop 

greater 
school-
community-
parent links. 

             PARTICIPATION: 
        : 
         Some local businesses.  
         Community organisations,      
         (CFA, SES) and groups. 
 
         Challenges: 
         Local government involvement. 
         School-parent participation. 
         School reputation/competition. 
 
         Strategies: 

• Promote the school as an      
important public educational 
establishment for the       
community.  

• Greater promotion & 
celebration of school success 
in community. 

• Fostering  greater parental 
involvement.    

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE: 
:   
Language classes 
School events that involve the community         
(e.g. Deb ball). 
 
Challenges: 
Bringing parents, & the wider community back into the 
school. Bridging gaps between school and 
community. 
 
Strategies:  

• More public events at school – collaborative 
programs.  

• Community use of facilities.  
• Greater parental involvement in school 

committees. 

PROBLEM ASSESSMENT: 
:   
Process to address problems involves 
school connections with organisations 
for youth (LLEN; Group Training 
Company); Provisions of VET, VCAL 
 
Challenges: 
Community disengaged from educational 
institution; Community apathy. 
 
Strategies:  

• Bringing services into the school. 
• Prioritising problems as a 

community. 

ABILITY TO ‘ASK WHY?’: 
:   
VET, VCAL, 
Videoconferencing. 
Flexible Learning options 
LLEN, LLEN associated 
programs. 
Flexible learning options. 
 
Challenges: 
Community involvement to 
support the above. 
 
Strategies: 

• Role modelling from 
community.  

• Building 
community/parental 
understanding of 
support programs.  

• Mentoring support 
through sports. 

RESOURCE MOBILISATION: 
:   
Community organisations (SES; Men’s 
Shed; CFA); Central Connect. 
 
Challenges: 
Local government – resources for youth; limited 
adult and community education.  
 
Strategies: 

• Identify untapped resources/ skills 
from the business/ community to link 
with school (IT, Real estate).  

• Reciprocal (human/physical) resource 
sharing between school and wider 
community.  

• Recruitment strategies: for school but 
to benefit whole community.  

LINKS TO OTHERS: 
:   
Local business 
Community Organisations 
Youth Organisations 
 
Challenges: 
Identifying those in the community 
who can provide mentoring and 
youth support.  
 
Strategies: 

• Building stronger links with 
other organisations and 
business. 

• “Casting a wide net” 
through community with 
everything at school. 

• Ties closely with other 
domains: Participation, 
Leadership, Resource 
Mobilisation. 

ROLE OF OUTSIDE 
AGENTS: 
:   
LLEN, Group Training 
Company 
 
Challenges: 
Service provision for youth 
from ‘other’ agents (formal 
service supports – mental 
health). 
 
Strategies: 

• Council-youth 
support 

• + See also 
Resource 
Mobilisation. 

                 LEADERSHIP: 
:   At School: leadership examples: staff and student body; 
Some leaders in community, but in silos. 
 

Challenges: 
Leadership vacuum: community, local government; loss of ‘potential’ 
skilled leaders who work in the town but live elsewhere. 
  
Strategies:  

• Leadership from school into community & vice versa.  
• Develop links with local government.  
• Identify and encourage those in the community with 

potential to become town leaders / change agents. 

Figure 15: Study Site K Map 
Community Capacity Domains 
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3.4 Study Site L 
The municipality for this study site is one which, in line with findings for all sites 
involved in this study, was found to be experiencing disadvantage in terms of 
rurality, socio-economic status, poverty level assessments and age 
demographics. Conversely, it is also one of the municipalities that achieved very 
high ratings across all indicators for social and human capital, based on 
assessments of a range of well being measures.  
 
Provided in this following section is the qualitative data specific to each of the 
nine capacity domains, and a visual mapping of the outcomes achieved for this 
site relating to community connection likely to support student aspirations around 
educational and vocational options. 
 
Please refer to Table 1 for definitions for each of the domains and the rating 
scales applied in the assessment of capacity domain status. 

Domain 1 - Participation 
An assessment of the data for Study Site L indicates that the relationship 
between the broader community and the school is characterised by high levels of 
participation, with strong – and very positive –  reciprocity identified: 
 

The school is very strong, and an integral part of the community. 
(school staff) 

 
The school is the basis of the community. 

 (student)  
 
An analysis of the examples provided in interview feedback from Study Site L 
found that, in 90% of cases, the interactions that took place were characterised 
by strong school-community connections. Consequently, Study Site L’s rating on 
the Participation ‘domain’ is 3. Key examples supporting this assessment are 
outlined below. 
 
There are long established and strong school-community connections in Study 
Site L. This is likely to have been facilitated by the ‘uniqueness’ of the Study Site 
L as a P-12 school within its local community. The specific factors that were 
linked to this, and assessed within the data as facilitating reciprocal participation, 
were: 
 

1. The school is the only one in town (and therefore, there is no other 
immediate educational competition from within the town) (It’s easier 
because we’re the only school in the community).  

 
2. The provision of education from Prep to Year 12 encourages a 

stronger connection between the school and its local community 
because almost all the children in the town will attend this school, 
which further establishes the links between the school, the parents and 
other community members (Everyone in the community would have 
something to do with the school).  
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3. The school amenities are freely available for use by the wider 
community (The school is the community focus. It has a lot of 
resources that the community uses) and this significantly enhances the 
participatory links that exist in Study Site L between the school and its 
community.  

 

The overall data collected relating to this domain shows a close affiliation 
between these factors, and the resultant reciprocity in the school – community 
relationship. The work of Sanders and Harvey (2002) identified four integral 
factors for partnership building. These were: 1) commitment to learning; 2) a 
principal proactively seeking the benefits of school/community engagement; 3) 
openness to involvement with the community; and, 4) reciprocity in 
communication and connection. These assessments were also made in the work 
of Kilpatrick et al. (2003), and were factors that were consistently tracked within 
the data collected for this study site.  

A consistent theme to emerge related to the fact that there is a sense of pride in 
the local community about education, and an interest in the ‘journey’ of students 
at the school: 

 
Everyone turns up for presentation night which we use to reward 
achievers. The hall’s packed every year. 

(school staff)  
 
The school has been seen as the focal point and people are very 
interested in what’s happening there. 

(school staff)  

Students and teachers involved in data collection consistently acknowledged the 
importance they attributed to the support they receive from the community (The 
community is good and they give you support and praise).This was viewed as 
critical in being able to work with individual students to address their needs, and to 
maximise the opportunity to help them achieve the aspirations that they had for 
themselves. 

 

You can talk to them (teachers) and they give you advice…When VET 
finished I didn’t want to do a full week of school and so I saw the boss 
and got to go there 1 day a week The boss agreed and the made it 
work for what I wanted…The teachers are to thank for that. 

(early school leaver) 

The assessment made by all of those involved in the interview process (school 
staff, community members, students, youth workers, early school leavers) was 
that the community is committed to seeing young people continue at school, and 
has high expectations that all students will complete their schooling, or achieve 
the alternative aspirations they have set for themselves: 
 

The community frowns on early school leavers. 
 (community member) 

 
We’re very supported by the community – their expectations are high. 

(school staff) 
 
 

Huge value on the higher standard of education you can get the better. 
I have educated my children to go beyond their limits. 

(community member) 
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Education is very important here, for most and then there are others 
like me.(I now have an apprenticeship) …I’d been working there 
during the week through yr 11 (part time), that led to a school based 
apprenticeship… the school and the community are happy for kids to 
go to something if it comes up… They don’t like you leaving school if 
you’re not going to a job, but they’re understanding if you have a job.  

(early school leaver) 
 
This type of community interest in education has been identified in the literature 
(Warren et al. 2009) as an important catalyst for broadening educational goals 
and meeting individual aspirations – an outcome that is consistently reinforced in 
the school outcomes data for this study site. A range of specific examples that 
highlight the strong participation between the school-community in Study Site L 
identified during the course of data collection are included in Table 13. 
 

Table 13: Participation at Study Site L: Some Case Examples. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Case examples of 
school-community 
participation in Study 
Site L 

The school has established wider connections and collaborations 
with other schools and actively participates in reciprocal/shared 
teaching and provides teaching via video conferencing to other 
schools in the region. 
 

Local Council provides internships for students and encourages 
students to go away and study at university and then return to the 
town when they are skilled (This works really well and It has led to a 
few people getting long term jobs with the Shire).  
 

Participation and involvement in the community with events such as 
the state Rock Eisteddfod. 
 

The school celebrates the successes of its former students by 
inviting them back to speak at speech night. 
 

There is a Youth Group comprising secondary students from Study 
Site L P-12 school that organise a large, annual youth event. 
 

New, international residents living in Study Site L have skills and 
talents that have been realised and embraced by the community 
(cooking classes; language classes), and at the school. 
The school newsletter is detailed and provides information for the 
wider community: “It’s more like a community paper”. The local 
newspaper always includes articles about the school and highlights 
some of the activities the school has been involved with.  
 

There are few if any opportunities that have not been identified and 
embraced by the school or community (We could probably tap some 
of the lesser known opportunities, but there’s not much we don’t 
know about and use). 
 

Church groups in town have links with students at the school and 
encourage these students to take on roles of responsibility. 

 
 
Analysis of interview feedback specific to this domain identified consistent views 
held within the study community on a number of issues pertinent to student 
aspirations. These were: 
 

• That a partnership approach is central to achieving enhanced outcome for 
students. 

 
• There is a culture of viewing education as a valued aspect of a successful 

community. An overt acknowledgement of educational achievements was 
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viewed as part of maintaining and enhancing this culture. The use of the 
public domain (media and newsletters) plays an important role in this 
process. 

 
• That a reciprocal approach is important to effective participation and 

partnership – the school and the broader community should not be viewed 
as separate but rather as a single community undertaking a range of roles 
for the enhancement of outcomes and the building of opportunity.   

 
 

These indicators align closely with those for high levels of maturity that were 
identified in the work of Kilpatrick et al. (2003) on partnership building in rural 
school communities.  
 
Acknowledging that this data is consistently indicative of strong participatory links 
at this study site, it is important to highlight some of the potential shortfalls of this 
type of reciprocal integration of school and community that were raised during 
data collection. These relate to issues of privacy, boundary blurring and worker 
burn out, with the insights provided found to be very closely aligned with much of 
the available literature evidence on the negative practice impacts of living and 
working in rural and remote locations (Green & Lonne, 2004; 2005; Helbok et al., 
2006).  
 
Boundary Blurring and Privacy: This was an issue that was consistently identified 
during data collection, with some participants raising the potential longer term 
impacts of this type of blurring on levels of individual commitment to working for 
reciprocal connection: 
 
 

There’s that overlap again between the school and the community.  
(school staff). 

 
It’s up to the teachers to do lots of extra stuff that needs to be handled 
by others – such as child protection issues. 

(school staff)  
 
We live cheek to jowl – socially and work wise. 

(school staff) 
 
Burn Out: The issue of burn out and the individual effort required in maintaining 
higher order connections across the school and the larger community was also 
raised as a potential shortfall of working so closely within a community with 
limited resources or options for bringing in external supports: 

 
Everyone needs to pitch in. There is nowhere to hide. 

(school staff) 
 
The downside is that when you arrive you’ll be besieged with people 
want to embrace your skills! There’ll be no time for a breather.  

(school staff) 
 
While no evidence was gathered to indicate that these factors have had any 
measurable negative impacts on this domain, they were identified during data 
collection, and need to be overtly acknowledged in the presentation of data 
findings. 
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Domain 2 - Leadership 
Data collection and analysis relevant to this domain provided consistent evidence 
that the school and the community are being supported by strong leaders and 
that the leadership processes across both ‘environments’ (the school and the 
community) is reciprocal. Based on the review of information about leadership in 
Study Site L a rating measure of 3 has been allocated to this domain. 
 
There is consistent evidence of strong leadership in the school (complemented by 
opportunities to ‘practice’ and build the skills of leadership) from within the staff 
and student body. This is seen to spread beyond the school and throughout the 
wider community, with the involvement of staff and students participating in 
community activities. For example, the senior leadership in the school has been 
identified by many as strong, stable, and positive. The principal, and the manner 
in which he delegates duties, is described as both driven yet positive – allowing 
and encouraging others on staff (including recent graduates or newer staff in the 
school) to develop their skills:  
 

The principal as a leader is full on, across everything, and increasingly 
delegating which is enhancing the school’s operation and its standing in 
the community. 

 (school staff)  
 

The principal (is) head of the school and carr[ies] a lot of weight around 
town.  

(school staff)   

In the school – it’s part of the reason for the success of the school. The 
leadership is stable and good. People are good at their jobs - they 
believe in doing a good job and working hard.  

(community member) 
 

In the leadership team there’s lots of different ages and experience.  
(school staff) 

 

The school enjoys a great reputation because of the quality of its 
leadership and staffing over many years. 

(community member) 
. 

This assessment of the important role played by senior school staff in leadership 
is consistent with literature evidence on the importance of leadership by the 
principal for building of strong school/community interaction (Sanders & Harvey, 
2002). 
 
There was also an expectation articulated by community members that 
community leadership will come from within the school because of the skills and 
knowledge of school staff (In small country towns it [the leadership] tends to 
come from the schools because teachers have generic skills). The result of this 
view was that leadership traits and skills applied within the teaching environment 
were assessed as integral to the broader community  - enhancing the capacity for 
leadership itself to act as a catalyst for partnership across the school and the 
community  (Teachers have a significant role in the community as well; Jobs at 
the school and in the community cross over).  
 
In terms of leadership and the student body, the evidence provided indicates that 
students are heavily involved in both the school and the community, and are 
actively encouraged – and expected – to take on leadership roles at school. 
These roles invariably overlap with their ‘other’ roles within their community 
(sporting groups, youth groups).  
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Literature has show the positive impact of this type of student involvement 
through leadership in activities on levels of school engagement, aspirations and 
enhanced educational outcomes (Alspaugh, 1998; Jimerson, 2006). 
 

We encourage leadership in the student body. It’s expected of kids that 
they will take responsibility and be a role model. 

 (school staff) 
 
Each Year 12 student (presents) at least one general school assembly 
during the year.  

(school staff) 
 

There are opportunities for youth in sporting groups to take on 
leadership roles – netball, cricket, junior footy. There are captain and 
coaching roles; leadership and responsibility. 

 (community member) 
 

Leadership roles… shire youth group… school student board…good 
opportunity and good leaders to learn from. 

(student) 
. 

Examples were also provided of the use of activity planning as a means by which 
students were able to develop their leadership skills. Secondary students at 
Study Site L were supported to be actively involved in organising and running key 
socialisation events for the school, and the broader community. This was 
assessed as providing students with an opportunity to develop organisational and 
leadership skills, and to fully and actively participate in their immediate and wider 
community.  
 
Within the broader community there were also examples provided of leadership 
that was assessed as being strong, committed and resulting in community 
success. These examples highlighted the extent to which leadership is reciprocal 
between school and community  - interview participants consistently referred to 
these leaders in a collective way – i.e. not school leaders or community leaders 
but rather as leaders who worked in partnership for the community (regardless of 
the work role).  
 

In the community leadership is a given…it’s an expected part of the 
community and many people appear to take on that role to ensure that 
change occurs but without the expectation of credit. 

 (school staff) 
 
 There are some unsung leaders in the community; there are a lot of  

 people who lead and achieve but do it without making a song and 
dance. 

 (community member) 
 
 
Diversity in leadership was assessed positively as a strength of the community – 
with the fostering and value attributed to diverse leadership apparent in the 
following assessments of leadership across different backgrounds and 
experiences: 
 

We come from diverse backgrounds. There are standout people in the 
district. They are great role models; they put their stamp on this 
community and elevate it to new levels. 

(school staff) 
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 He’s an amazing ambassador for agriculture and for Study Site L. 
 (community member)  

 
There are a number of leaders in town from the wealthy farmers to the 
presidents of the sports club. 

(school staff)   
 
This fact that leadership is valued at this location, and the fact that leadership 
occurs across the school, and the community, is particularly pertinent in relation 
to the issue of educational aspirations. At this study site research participants 
overtly made the link between capacity in the leadership domain and the process 
of fostering aspirations in relation to school completion 
 
 Role modelling exists in town, especially in sporting clubs  - 

communities are close knit…if a student needs encouragement to stay 
at school, discussions may occur between the student and a community 
representative (such as the footy coach) to encourage the student to 
‘step up’ and complete school. 

 (youth worker)  

Domain 3 – Organisational Structure  
This domain refers to the infrastructure that supports and enhances good 
interactions and promotes participation. The data collected from Study Site L 
found that the organisational structure for the school provides a mechanism 
through which community members are able to use the school infrastructure to 
share ideas, network and have input into a range of community and school based 
issues. A range of examples were provided reinforcing that Study Site L openly 
shares the physical location with the wider community, and allows the 
infrastructure of the school to be used; thereby meeting the range of participative 
criteria specific to this capacity domain. While this relationship manifests overtly 
through the use of the physical facilities, the extent to which the community is 
connected with the school and the school infrastructure brings with it a 
consequent involvement at a range of levels. This sharing of ideas facilities, 
activities and resourcing has resulted in Study Site L being allocated a rating of 3 
for this capacity domain.  
 
The infrastructure of Study Site L is such that interactive participation occurs in a 
number of ways, including through encouraging the wider community to use the 
schools facilities and amenities; and, in housing the town’s library at the school 
(with the employment of library staff conducted through the school). Further, the 
school holds and facilitates events that involve the whole community (not just the 
students and their parents), including the Debutante Ball and key agricultural 
events. The school is also supportive of local products, industries and trades as 
evident in the use of local tradespeople for building projects and the commitment 
by the school to buy locally.  
  
The school has, in recent years, extended its educational programs in Hospitality 
and Trade, and has established a trades centre, and a hospitality wing with a 
community kitchen, on the school grounds. Designed for furthering student 
education, and to aid learning for VCAL students, the facilities are also widely 
used by the community members for running community courses (Themed 
cooking nights are being held at the school, at no cost, except for the food).  
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This type of use of the organisational infrastructure as a successful catalyst for 
participation is evident in statements such as: 
.  

There’s a cross over (between the school and the community)… for 
example the gym, library and the kitchens (at the school) are a focus 
area for the town. 

(early school leaver)   
 
This type of access to the physical structure of the study site enhances 
interaction between teachers and parents and leads to:  

 

Much better personal interaction between student, parent and teacher 
leading to better outcomes for all. 

(community member)   
 
Sometimes if you want to chat here with parents you can stay in touch. 
In larger schools you find you only see them twice a year at parent-
teacher interviews. 

(school staff)  
 
The data from this study site has illustrated that, when the school ‘is the 
community focus and has a lot of resources that the community uses’ and when 
this sharing is an embedded and expected part of reciprocal community 
connection, it is invariable that the community becomes actively involved in 
shaping the nature and direction of the organisational infrastructure of the school. 
The physical location is used as a conduit for ideas sharing, networking and 
participation. Closer links in terms of organisational structure were assessed as 
ensuring a closer alignment between the aspirations of the community, and the 
aspirations of the students within that community.  

Domain 4 – Problem Assessment 
This study site, in taking a proactive approach to problem solving has been able 
to put in place response strategies for many of the potential problems linked to, 
and caused by, early school leaving and disengagement.  The success that they 
have had in this process is validated through a consideration of the school data 
for this site which shows high completion rates, few instances of unknown 
destination post secondary school, low rates of unemployment and higher levels 
of university enrolment. These are all good correlate indicators that were noted in 
the data analysis and triangulation process.  
 
Against these outcomes, a cautionary note must be sounded. What this study has 
not measured specifically (as it was not part of the study objectives) is the role/ 
impact of a small population base in increasing capacity for identifying issues and 
responding to them before they become problematic – the essence of effective 
problem assessment.  The small number of students, the strong social and 
familial ties in place, and the visibility of community members due to the rural 
nature of the site, may play a pivotal role in the identification, tracking and 
resolution of problems. This research has not determined whether successful 
problem assessment at this site is solely in the strategies used, or is enhanced by 
the degree of rurality facilitating proactive early problem identification and 
resolution. This may be an advantage of this study site that is not as easily 
replicated at larger study sites and, as such, needs to be flagged.  
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Data from Study Site L relating to the Problem Assessment domain indicates that 
there are processes in place between the school and the community to identify 
problems, assess these and take a shared approach to problem solving. Study 
Site L’s rating for this domain is therefore 2.5. 
 
Acknowledging this potential location advantage issue, much of the feedback 
received in regard to this domain does illustrate the critical importance of 
partnership, participation and leadership in achieving successful problem 
assessment and response. 
 
Study Site L has established a range of strategies that ensure that students who 
are at risk of leaving school prematurely are identified early and that teaching 
staff – with the help/support of the community – work to assist the young person, 
and keep them engaged in school:  
 

We have so many ways and strategies to keep them (the students) 
engaged that they just can’t drop off the radar. 

(school staff) 
 
Very good and knowledgeable teachers…good community…They know 
who you are, and how you learn…It’s personalised. You can just ask if 
you’re struggling and they’ll meet up with you after school and do what 
they can (so you don’t get discouraged or lose sight of what you want to 
aim for. 

(student) 
 

If people don’t want to go on to uni they are supported very well in this 
school. By looking at other pathways – school based apprenticeships, 
trade school and so on…These options have improved recently 
especially with the new facilities and it makes sure that everyone has 
the best chance 

(community member) 
 

The school is also actively adjusting its educational program and course options 
to try and cater to the interests and needs of students. For example, the school 
offers a range of activities and programs for students overtly aimed at building 
connections between the student, the school and their learning and education. 
These include the school’s involvement with the Rock Eisteddfod, the school 
garden, the offering of senior school subjects in flight, forensic science and 
hospitality wing/kitchen, as well as the wider VCAL and VET programs, and an 
increased range of subjects offered by using video conferencing. The 
effectiveness of these approaches in student engagement is captured in 
feedback such as:  
  

Other communities might have more opportunities but our kids can 
access them too – (so we are able to decrease disadvantage) 

 (school staff). 
 

The opportunities are huge. Offering a range of VCE subjects leads to 
the retention of students. 

(school staff) 
 

The advocacy program – a teacher is assigned two or three students, 
like a mentor, there to support, build support as an extra interested 
person in their life. 

(school staff) 
 We structure ourselves around the students’ needs. 

 (school staff) 
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The students’ needs are central and paramount to the school’s function. 
They develop their own support people – each student can choose up 
to four people to be advocates. 

(school staff) 
 
Many of the educational options available at this site replicate those available at 
other schools; however the level of community involvement at this site in problem 
assessment and response has maximised efficacy of strategies and innovations 
introduced by the school. The use of the community as an integral component of 
the problem solving strategy was consistently identified throughout the data 
collection and analysis process: 
 

The community as employers and sports groups are very supportive of 
Year 12 students – helping to facilitate their success. They make 
allowances when exams are due. 

(school staff) 
 

Yes. It’s amazing. Most of the teachers (are involved in activity outside 
school) Everyone in the community would have something to do with 
the school. It’s pretty much all intertwined. Everybody, all the coaches, 
know all about you so they fix things together. 

(student) 
 
Additionally there are opportunities for work placements and summer jobs and 
part time work through the different employers in town, including key agricultural 
groups and employers. 
 
However, this proactive ‘whole of community approach’ to problem assessment 
and response has not addressed many of the structural issues that are inherent 
to isolated rural locations. Issues identified as being problematic, but having no 
clear problem assessment and resolution process in place include: 
 

• No psychological services in town,  
• Limited Department of Human Services access (currently operates on an 

outreach limited capacity basis) 
• A limited number of health services 
• Very few allied health services (no speech therapist, physiotherapist, 

dentist):  
 

Youth workers, psychologists, social workers, family workers – not 
nearly enough. We need counselling and mental health services – 
CAMHS is inadequate. 

(youth worker)   
 
It was acknowledged that some of the problems identified within the school that 
needed to be dealt with by other professionals (such as welfare and counselling 
professionals) were being dealt with by the teachers: It’s up to the teachers to do 
lots of extra stuff that needs to be handled by others. This approach has inherent 
difficulties in terms of appropriate problem assessment and response and the 
potential for the development of problems for the individual in the longer term 
issues development. It is, however, a common problem in rural communities.  
 
Despite a commitment by the school and the broader community to work together 
to assess and address problems for young people, specifically in regard to 
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educational outcomes and aspirations, the younger research participants in this 
study raised a range of issues for which there was no resolution. These included: 
 

• Limited access to public transport - There’s a bus here but at ridiculous 
times 

• The lack of recreational options for young people. Sport is the largest 
recreational outlet available outside of school and although it offers many 
opportunities  (There are lots of sports clubs – as well as playing there’s 
coaching, umpiring and score board) there are few other (non sporting) 
recreational options available: 

 

There’s nothing else apart from sport – no cinemas, no malls to shop.  
(student)  

 
Secondary school kids really have nothing but sport. No cinema, no 
bowling. 

 (community member)  
 
Within the context of limited transport and few alternative recreation options, 
school was assessed as providing a mechanism for social and peer engagement  
- and one that was not available through alternative services and activities for 
youth:  
 

There is discouragement to leave early as there is a lack of transport, 
no alternative education and no entertainment avenues. 

(community member) 

This further cements the primacy of the school in the community, enhances the 
capacity of the school to take a lead role within the social, product and human 
structure of community. 

One problem referred to by the community, for which there appears to be no clear 
problem assessment and response, is that of underage drinking. This was 
assessed as a problem that was increasing and was not being proactively 
addressed through any type of community/ school partnership. It is not an issue 
that was raised as having a measurable impact on student aspirations, but was 
raised within the context of discussing education as something that needed a 
coordinated partnership approach to action.  

 
Every weekend there are underage drinkers in the (name of town). 

(community member)  

Alcohol is a huge systemic and generational problem for the town and 
almost all functions attended by kids over 14 involves underage alcohol 
consumption. 

 (school staff)  
 

It was consistently assessed that the community does not view underage drinking 
as a problem requiring a targeted response because it is such an accepted, 
‘cultural’ activity within rural towns 
 

The community provides tacit support for alcohol by allowing its 
consumption and often encourages them to consume too much well 
before they reach the legal age of 18. 

 (youth worker) 
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The researchers assess, based on feedback received, that it is an issue for which 
a strategy for overt action should be developed involving the school (as a central 
driver for community change), key stakeholders, and the broader community. 

Domain 5 – Resource Mobilisation 
There were many instances provided for consideration in the course of data 
collection which highlighted the fact that the community and school have 
successfully mobilised their resources to enhance aspirations and attainment for 
students - and the wider community. Examples were given demonstrating the 
mobilisation of internal resources (the interests and skills of people from within 
the school) as well as external resources (broader community and outside of the 
local community) to further improve the educational options and provide support 
for young people.  
 
Within the context of resource mobilisation, a clear message was provided that 
Study Site L, and the community in which it is housed, does not consider the 
issue of rurality as being a deterrent to accessing resources, despite the 
demographic indicators to the contrary. Rurality is viewed as motivation to 
proactively work to maximise the skills and resources at hand in order to provide 
an enhanced array of educational and vocational options for both students and 
the wider community. While there are access limitations inherent to rural isolation, 
there is strong evidence that leadership and community commitment to education 
has been successful in mobilising resources. Consequently, Study Site L’s rating 
for this domain is 3.  
 
The data analysis process highlighted a consistent trend for Study Site L to 
actively seek out opportunities from within the community to assist and benefit 
students, and to enhance their educational aspirations and attainment (We find 
ways and means to value add to what people already have). This occurs through 
the application of a range of strategies. Skilled and knowledgeable people in the 
community are consistently identified by staff at Study Site L to support or add 
depth to the students’ learning programs. This may occur through tapping into 
existing knowledge bases, or it may involve the identification of existing skills that, 
if fine tuned, would be beneficial to students at the study site. In these instances 
individuals have been supported to take undertake further training and/or 
accreditation in order to maximise the capacity for their skill base to be utilised at 
the study site.  

 
(examples)  

• [experts from key agricultural organisations being connected with 
the school and local farmers coming into the school to share 
knowledge on a range of issues (both related and unrelated to 
farm processes)]. 

• [the identification of a local tradesperson who was then 
encouraged by the school to undertake formal teaching 
qualifications to enable him/her to teach the trade to students at 
Study Site L]. 

• [The community kitchen and hospitality wing – a chef was 
supported by the school to undertake teacher training to then 
teach the hospitality program]. 

• [individual with musical interest and talent was supported to 
undertake the necessary training to then be able to provide 
tuition at the school]. 
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A consistent message identified in data analysis was that resource mobilisation 
was pivotal at this site to maximise educational options, to allow for content 
diversity and diversification, and to minimise the capacity for disengagement from 
the school. This feedback established a link between community factors and 
aspirations and outcomes. The following representative statement from the 
qualitative data provides an indication of the correlation between mature levels of 
community involvement and both aspirations and educational outcomes: 
 

There’s lots of support to make sure they (the students) complete - 
from the Shire, engineering works, builders etc. 

(school staff) 
 

There’s no dropout rate of kids that have gone on to do nothing. I 
don’t recall anyone leaving without a reason to leave. The school 
and the community try to support them to seek out different options 
(to achieve what works for them). 

(community member) 

 
Study Site L is also proactive in harnessing the skills and resources of other 
individuals or organisations in the town to benefit the school, and the community, 
in situations other than ‘in class’ ones. The strategies applied include identifying 
locals to undertake works at the school (gardening, maintenance, local trades 
people) and working with external agents to access resource opportunities (e.g. 
negotiating for water run off from the Australian Wheat Board to be channelled to 
the school).  
 
The potential for effective and ongoing resource mobilisation is maximised 
through ensuring that reciprocal resource sharing occurs. The range of skill sets 
that are available through trained teaching staff at the site, and the types of 
facilities available for joint usage, are overtly considered within a planning 
framework aimed at maximising the benefits for school and community. 
  
The sharing of physical resources with the community at Study Site L has already 
been discussed. The enhanced capacity for sharing of staff skills is targeted 
through the staff recruitment process, as captured in the following representative 
comment:  
 

In recruitment we look for people who are keen to do other things 
besides their specialist teaching areas. Like in the community. We ask 
them what else they have a passion for.  

(school staff)  
 
Another example of reciprocal resource mobilisation is found in the use of video 
conferencing facilities to maximise learning opportunities across the broader 
school network in this rural region (In 2010 we taught that way (with video 
conferencing) into (small rural Town 1), (small rural Town 2) and (small rural 
Town 3). 
 
Finally, when considering the capacity level of this site for resource mobilisation, 
and overlaying this with the potential impacts of this domain on enhanced 
educational aspirations, consistent evidence was provided that there was a clear 
link between mobilisation and enhanced capacity for students to set and achieve 
their aspirations. In order to minimise the number of students who may be at-risk 
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of leaving school early, local resources are actively used in a partnership 
approach:  
 

Anyone at risk of leaving is catered for. We arrange programs with non 
teachers (for the students) and they include farmers, uni students who 
are at home on the uni holidays. 

(school staff) 
 
The school and the community try to help them (students at risk of 
leaving school) to seek out different pathways. 

(community member) 
 
The outcomes for this domain strengthen the evidence that community based 
factors have the potential to shape aspirations – particularly when considered 
against the outcomes data for students from this study site (refer Section 2 of this 
report for specific detail on these figures). The findings on resource mobilisation 
for Study Site L also provides a reinforcement to the literature evidence relating to 
the link between community connection and issues such as low levels of 
absenteeism and better levels of retention and engagement in school (Bouck, 
2004; Epstein & Sheldon 2002; Jimerson, 2006; Lamb et al., 2004; Riley, 2008; 
Sheldon & Epstein, 2004) 

Domain 6 – ‘Asking Why’? 
The demographic data for the Study Site L municipality shows this location to be 
disadvantaged in terms to socio-economic status, rurality and levels of poverty. 
For this domain, which focuses on a capacity to critically assess and develop 
change strategies to address inequity, this type of data is particularly relevant as 
these issues signal the potential for inequity – an issue identified in literature to 
impact on educational outcomes. 
 
The data collected for Study Site L shows that there is an overt and consistent 
commitment, across the school and in the community, to mitigate potential 
inequalities that young people may be experiencing as a result of these key 
indicators of disadvantage. The school based strategies are significantly 
enhanced by the support and interest of the wider community to provide the 
additional ‘scaffolding’ for engaging young people in their school and building 
their educational aspirations. Based on the information collected, there is 
evidence that on this domain of ‘Asking Why’, Study Site L receives a rating 
measure of 3.  
 
A key strategy used at Study Site L, and one that has been adopted, to varying 
degrees, across all four study sites, is the extension of its educational program 
and course options to better meet the needs of senior students.  
 
While Study Site L has had a strong focus on academic stream subjects in the 
past, the options for students to undertake VCAL and VET has been introduced 
and is assessed as a valuable pathway to better meet individual need:  
 

Bridging is a strength of our school. The culture has changed over the 
past 15 years from a strong academic focus to meeting the needs of the 
kids – be that with VET and VCAL. 

(school staff) 
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We have a 99.9% success rate. That’s why the school is a good place for 
them (the students) to be – they see a reason for being here. We provide 
other alternatives. 

(school staff) 
 

To leave you need a backup plan of what you’ll do. VET and VCAL are 
pretty big. The engineering facility was built recently and there are a lot of 
boys who like building and researching. It is good to have an alternative  

 (student) 
 
The school offers a range of activities and programs for students aimed at 
offering greater subject choice within the school curriculum. Offering senior 
school subjects in flight, forensic science and hospitality provide examples of this, 
as well as offering VCAL and VET programs alongside VCE. To further 
supplement options, Study Site L also utilises videoconferencing and distance 
education. The use of a broad range of options was articulated as being a 
response to potential problems around education and student engagement; 
‘asking why”’ and then developing responses that are likely to minimised levels of 
disadvantage and disengagement.  
 
It was also acknowledged by participants that the size of Study Site L was 
beneficial to this problem response strategy. While the school could potentially 
experience disadvantage as a result of this factor, it also allows for a level of 
individualised program focus.  
 

 It’s a matter of keeping them in the system until they find their place. 
(school staff) 

 
The opportunities are huge. Offering VCE range of subjects leads to the 
 retention of students. 

(school staff)  
 
They (the students) love coming to school. In a bigger place students 
would’ve slipped through the cracks. 

(school staff)  
 
Diversity in educational options was assessed as an active strategy, by the 
school, and by the community, to keep its students interested and engaged in 
their learning as highlighted in the following comments:  

 
We cater for an increased range of interests and not just academic 
subjects. We structure ourselves around the students’ needs. 

(school staff) 
 
We try and timetable according to what they (the students) want – 
everyone is catered for….we do it from the kids’ point of view, not from 
the school’s. 

 (school staff) 
  
We are willing to make subjects available that interest the children and 
might spark something.   

(school staff) 
 
We’ve got one on one teaching in some subjects to enable access to 
whatever the students are interest in. 

(school staff) 
 
The advent of VET and VCAL has led to broader opportunities to finish 
(school). 

(community member) 
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From the perspective of the student, the support they receive from the school - 
and the range of options available to them - is viewed positively in meeting their 
needs (If there’s something they can’t offer in class we can do it by 
correspondence or video conferencing, like Year 11 Physics, and Japanese this 
year).  
 
The capacity for ‘asking why?’ was strengthened by good resource mobilisation, 
leadership and problem assessment capacity at this study site, with the findings 
across this domain showing a clear correlation between assessing the causes of 
inequity, and working to tap into the capacities across the community to 
proactively and collectively respond to need. 
 

Domain 7 – Links to Others 
Data for this study site has provided a significant body of evidence mapping the 
strong social and inter-organisational networks that have been established 
between Study Site L and the community (local and regional). They have also 
mapped the ways in which these networks have impacted on educational 
aspirations and attainment at the site. Based on both the analysis of links that 
have already been presented for this site, and summary evidence to be put 
forward in this section, the rating allocated to Study Site L for this domain is 3. 
 
A large number of social and inter-organisational networks exist that key 
stakeholders at Study Site L have been proactive in identifying and developing: 
 

We find ways and means to value add to what people already have. 
(school staff) 

 
Given the detail provided to date in this section of the report around how 
school/community links and partnerships have been used at Study Site L to 
enhance options and outcomes for young people, a simple summary of examples 
of networks that exist between the school and the community will be provided 
rather than a detailed re introduction of evidence. This summary shows that, at 
Study Site L, links with others have been used to: 
 

• Identify skilled and knowledgeable people in the community to support or 
add depth to students’ learning programs.  

 
• Develop community based educational enhancement options: 

o experts from local and regional organisations come to the school 
and talk with the students; 

o the local Business and Learning Centre has an established Youth 
Room; and, 

o local members of the community, with specific interests that 
complement the learning of students, are invited into the school to 
speak or share their skills (history lessons, cooking classes 
conducted by community members). 

 
• Build a strong commitment with parents. Parents at Study Site L in work 

closely with the school to maximise connection through voluntary work, 
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involvement in education and community based activities, involvement in 
school management and open support for the school ethos and approach.  

 
• Establish collaboration and participation with other schools in the region 

through reciprocal/shared teaching and video conferencing.  
 
• Gain support of local council towards youth in the town and region 

(internships). 
 
• Build links between the school (students and staff) and local sporting clubs 

to create networks through which opportunities for enhanced educational 
options are maximised (In a small town, sporting clubs, the school and the 
community are interwoven). 

 
Despite being based in an outer regional site with few businesses and 
government organisations located in the township, the networks that have been 
established between the Study Site L and the wider community have been 
utilised to help reengage and support students who may be at-risk of leaving 
school early. The essence of capacity in this domain, as it relates to educational 
outcomes, is captured in this re-presentation of an amalgam of quotes around 
links and school health and well being:  
 

Anyone at risk of leaving is catered for. We arrange programs with non teachers 
(for the students) and they include farmers, uni students who are at home on the 
uni holidays. 
 
Role modelling exists in town, especially in sporting clubs. Communities are 
close knit…if a student needs encouragement to stay at school, discussions may 
occur between the student and a community representative (such as the footy 
coach) to encourage the student to ‘step up’ and complete school. 

Domain 8 – Role of Outside Agents 
The size and location of Study Site L places some limitations on the number of 
agents external to the study site community (school and broader) that are able to 
be accessed (such as government departments, specialist services). However 
the assessment of this domain is not based on quantity of interrelationships but 
rather the nature of these. This domain focuses on an ability to engage in 
dialogue, share information and resources, and understand differences with and 
between community groups. 
 
Within this context, significant evidence has been provided, throughout this 
section of the report (particularly under the domains of ‘Resource Mobilisation’, 
and ‘Links with Others’) to map the role of outside agents for the school 
community. These outside agents are located both externally to the school, but 
within the immediate local community, and outside of the local community and 
within the broader region. 
 
Data demonstrate that the study site has developed strong dialogue, information 
and resource sharing, and an ability to understand and accommodate differences 
between and across groups. As such Study Site L’s rating measure for this 
domain is 3. 
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The range of outside agents to Study Site L (but based locally) and who include 
local business and the agricultural industries, parents, families and friends of the 
school have been identified previously as having direct or indirect links with the 
school.  
 
The Managed Individual Pathways (MIPs) Co-ordinator from the LLEN visits the 
school weekly to speak with all senior students and the school also has 
connections with Group Training and a key outside agency that provides 
assistance and support for training and employment. The data gathered from 
these sources consistently depicts a strong inter relationship with Study Site L, 
underpinned by a capacity to understand and accommodate difference and good 
positive dialogue.  
 
Study Site L also has strong links within the local town and has harnessed local 
resources to improve the school facilities. For example, drought proofing Study 
Site L and collecting the grey water has allowed for a continuous water supply to 
come to the school, sports grounds and the cemetery. Water run off from the 
Australian Wheat Board is also channelled to the school. In an environment in 
which water is a critical issue, the collaborative use of resources through the 
means of outside agents (both locally based and from the broader region) was 
tangibly beneficial (through greater water access) and intangibility advantageous 
(in building social and human capital through reciprocal action beneficial to the 
broader community).  
 
Acknowledging this successful use of outside agents, rurality and distance remain 
an issue at the site. Research participants identified a range of access issues 
relating to counselling and mental health supports, and government departments. 
As identified previously, this has resulted in teachers having to pick up much of 
the support, with one interview participant telling researchers about a child 
protection ‘incident’ that occurred late one night which, because the organisation 
dealing with this had to come from another service centre many kilometres away, 
resulted in one of the teachers from the school being asked to look after the child, 
temporarily. This type of inability to access outside agents (due to access issues) 
creates potential long term issues for role blurring, privacy and burn out.  
 
It is recommended by the researchers that Study Site L continue to pursue 
alternative service delivery options, particularly from primary health care service 
providers. Many regional services operate using a Hub & Spoke (outreach) model 
and consequently may be able to provide additional service access options if 
issues of demand are clarified.  

Domain 9 – Program Planning and Development with Community 
Data from this Site consistently highlighted that both the school and the broader 
community have in place a number of processes that facilitate program planning 
and development with community. A diverse range of individuals and groups 
have a number of roles and responsibilities across both Study Site L and the 
broader community in which it is housed. This allows for reciprocal program 
involvement in program planning and development, with key stakeholders (staff, 
students, community members and organisations) found to have adopted roles as 
agents of change within their local environment. The consistent application of a 
framework of reciprocal participation, leadership, links with others, resource 
mobilisation, working together to identify inequity, assess problems and develop 
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responses has resulted in high levels of program planning and development with 
community at this site. It is a management that is both formal (through school 
council and other formal decision making bodies) and informal (through the 
communities (school and broader) working closely together to determine the best 
strategies for program action). As a consequence of this assessment, Study Site 
L’s rating measure for this domain is 3. 
 
Given the scope of the data that has already been presented in this section of the 
report, the data pertinent to this domain will be presented as a brief summary 
overview of the ways in which program planning and development with 
community at Study Site L can be measured. These include: 
 

• Formal involvement in program management through community 
membership on School Council. 

 
• Active and integrated action across the community to: 

 
o seek out opportunities from within the community to assist and 

benefit students – finding skills within the community, using 
community members for teaching and learning, recruiting staff with 
skills, resourcing skill development within the community; 

 
while, at the same time, subsequently working to: 

 
o actively adjust the educational program and course options to meet 

individual student need and diversity; 
 

o develop resources (physical and human) that will benefit outcomes 
across both the school and broader community; 

 
o use students as drivers of change – in the assumption of 

leadership roles in the school and the broader community (We 
encourage leadership in the student body. It’s expected of kids that 
they will take responsibility and be a role model); 

 
o encourage leadership among teaching staff and community 

membership to help shape program development. 
 
Specific data mapping community involvement in program planning and 
development is embedded throughout this section of the report, reinforcing the 
critical importance of achieving high levels of capacity across all domains for 
effective community control of program management processes. 

3.5 Summary Domain Assessment Study Site L 
The examination of Study Site L has found extremely high capacity levels across 
all domains. These findings are in close alignment with the indicators of 
community well being that were measured in the demographic data for this site 
(outlined in detail in Section 2 of this report). The key findings across each of the 
nine domains for this study site were: 
 

• Participation: There was consistent evidence provided at this study site 
of strong participatory ties between the school and the community in which 
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it is housed. This was facilitated by the fact that the school provides 
education across P – 12 and, as a consequence, the majority of the 
community have a connection with the school. There was a dominant view 
held that student aspirations and educational outcomes were dependent 
on: strong partnerships; a culture of viewing education as a valued aspect 
of a successful community; consistent and overt acknowledgement of 
educational achievements across the community; and, embedded 
participatory reciprocity through participation and partnership. 

 
The amount of input required by teaching staff within this type of 
participatory relationship was identified by participants. While there were 
no measurable impacts identified in relation to issues of privacy, boundary 
blurring and worker burnout for this domain, these issues were raised as 
having some potential for impacting on maintaining levels of participation 
into the longer term.   

 
• Leadership: Study Site L provided many examples of strong leadership, 

and a whole of community acceptance of leadership as a means through 
which to build capacity and enhance community outcomes – one of which 
is building aspirations for young people in the town.  The data specific to 
this site shows that leadership relationships are reciprocal and there is no 
differentiation made between school and broader community leadership – 
leadership is viewed as a whole of community domain, with the capacity to 
enhance a range of community outcomes. 

 
While a few key players in the community (including the school principal) 
appear to have more active leadership roles, there was also evidence of 
leadership roles being picked up by individuals from a range of 
backgrounds and areas of interest. Study Site L was found to work to 
actively foster leadership potential in students and there was also 
evidence that efforts are being made to ensure that leadership and 
associated skills are fostered and shared amongst those who are 
interested and willing to take these roles on. At this study site research 
participants were able to provide specific examples of instances in which 
community leadership was used to support and help connect students at 
risk of disengaging from school. 
 
 

• Organisational Structure: There was an assessment made, from those 
in the community, that Study Site L forms a major hub within the 
community. The physical resources provided by Study Site L were valued 
by all those involved in data collection and were seen as providing a 
conduit for the community to come together to network, share ideas, 
identify community need and take collective action. 

 
• Problem Assessment: Overall, the processes and structures in place 

between Study Site L and the community to identify potential problems, 
assess the nature of these, and use this assessment to put in place 
strategies for change, were effective. There were, in fact, examples 
provided in which the proactive approach used by Study Site L was shown 
to not only address existing problems but, also, to help reduce the 
likelihood of problems arising.  Study Site L, in a collaborative approach 
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involving the community, is establishing programs (education and pastoral) 
that are having a measurable impact on reducing absenteeism, early 
school leaving and which improve student aspirations  and educational 
outcomes overall. It was identified that, while not education specific, there 
is a community-wide problem with underage drinking within the community 
for which there are few response strategies in place. It was also noted that 
some of the problem responses at the site were dependent on action by 
teachers and other community members who, given the nature of the 
issues, were not always the most appropriate support people to address 
the problem. This disconnect is caused by the degree of rural isolation and 
the limited accessibility to relevant professionals that impacts on service 
support options at Study Site L. 

 
• Resource Mobilisation: The analysis of the domain of resource 

mobilisation for Study Site L shows a well developed and complementary 
mechanism of shared support for students – and the wider community. 
The study site actively draws upon the skills and knowledge base of the 
local community to improve the educational opportunities and aspirations 
of students. At the same time the study site ensures that high levels of 
reciprocal resource sharing occurs to benefit the wider community. This 
reciprocal approach to identifying and capturing resources further 
develops the organisational structure of the school, and builds valuable 
connection with the community. The close link identified at this site 
between resource mobilisation and the enhanced capacity of the study 
site to meet the aspiration of students was a significant finding in regard to 
the objectives of this research project. 

 
 ‘Asking Why?’: The location and size of Study Site L is a significant issue 

in terms of potential inequities for the student body. Given these external 
indicators of potential inequity and disadvantage, it is particularly important 
to ‘ask why’ inequities exist and to consider mechanisms through which to 
address these. Study Site L has actively sought to prevent disadvantage 
through developing a school-community commitment to addressing 
potential inequalities and fostering learning. To this end the study site has 
applied a range of strategies and techniques including: introducing more a 
varied and flexible learning curriculum; using the knowledge bases in the 
community as a foundation from which to actively work with the young 
people; and, using community based options to better understand and 
address why students might disengage from the school experience. These 
strategies have worked to mitigate the chances of students disengaging 
from education, and the school. 

 
 Links with Others: The data collected for this domain highlights that the 

school and the community in Study Site L have established strong 
networks that capitalise widely on the available, ‘human’ resources and 
organisations in the town and surrounding district. Despite its size and 
location, the town and school operate using a model in which the 
community, and the organisations within it, provide direct and indirect 
support and capital to address the needs of young people and to support 
their continued engagement with the education system.  
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 Role of Outside Agents:  Study Site L has established some good 
supports with outside agents (located both within and outside its local 
community) to assist young people with their educational and career 
options. Study Site L, in partnership with the community, has been 
successful in establishing a range of connections between and across 
groups to improve potential educational options, build on physical 
resources and broaden links to organisations outside of the immediate 
community (working to build human, social and product capital at the site).  

 
More regular service provision from specialised agencies located outside 
the community would be advantageous. However, the study site has 
shown a capacity to tap into resources from within the local region help to 
improve community options through the mechanism of outside agents. 

 
 Program Planning and Development with Community: Study Site L 

facilitates program planning and development with community through the 
strong leadership, participation and resource mobilisation that are evident 
between, and within, the school and the community. There are various 
processes (both formal and informal) in place that ensure reciprocity 
between the two, forming the basis for change within the school and 
community.  

 
 
The following Figure provides a visual measure of the outcomes for this study site 
in terms of the research model developed for testing through interview and data 
analysis. It maps the extent to which the school, the broader community and the 
community external to the site location have worked together, in a partnership 
approach, to enhance the well being of the school community, and through this, 
create an environment likely to enhance educational outcomes and aspirations. 
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             PARTICIPATION: 
       :   
         School & wider community,   
         local government, past     
         students, new residents. 
 
         Challenges: 

For school staff: role  
boundaries, staff burn out. 
 

         Strategies:  Maintenance 
of existing approaches for 
this domain 

 
 
          

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE: 
:   
School facilities and amenities are used 
by the wider community; town library 
located at school; school utilises local 
trades and skills and products.     
        
Challenges: 
Future planning to maintain the close 
reciprocity between school and 
community 
 
Strategies:  Maintenance of existing 
approaches for this domain 
 
 

PROBLEM ASSESSMENT: 
:   
Cohesive approach  
to problem solving 
between school and community; 
educational and vocational 
options for students  
at risk of leaving 
school early and  
involving parents,  
sporting clubs etc.      
   
Challenges: 
Collective approach 
to acceptance youth binge 
drinking.  
 
Strategies: 
Consider accessing drug 
education strategies for harm  
minimisation programs in 
schools   
 

ABILITY TO ‘ASK WHY?’: 
:   
VET, VCAL, VCE options. 
Videoconferencing, flexible 
learning delivery and 
options. Supporting student 
aspirations and keeping 
students engaged through 
school and community.  
Community mentoring, role 
modelling.  
    
Strategies: 
Maintenance of existing  
approaches for this domain 
 
 

RESOURCE 
MOBILISATION: 

: 
Identifying & harnessing 
local ‘talent’ and skills both 
for the school and for the 
community; ‘give-&-take’ 
between school and 
community for resources 
(human/physical).  Utilising 
community as a 
‘mechanism’ to help reduce 
early school leavers, 
through youth support and 
mentoring (sporting clubs)    
     
Strategies: 
Maintenance of existing  
approaches for this domain 
 

LINKS TO OTHERS: 
:   
School-community links that improve 
educational and 
employment/apprenticeship  options for 
young people; input from local business 
leaders and experts, local community 
members with skills and interests are 
encouraged to share this knowledge 
(formally/informally) with students. Local 
government, sporting clubs.     
 
 
Strategies: 
Maintenance of existing  
approaches for this domain 
 

ROLE OF OUTSIDE 
AGENTS: 
:   
MIPS, LLEN, Group 
Training Company 
worker, Business and 
Learning Centre.    
       
Challenges: 
Issues of rurality and its 
impact on service access 
and provision from 
outside agents. 
 
Strategies: 
Continue to pursue 
service delivery options, 
particularly from primary 
health care service 
providers. Many operate 
using a hub & Spoke 
(outreach) model and 
may provide additional 
service access options 
 

PROGRAM 
PLANNING AND 
DEVELOPMENT 
WITH COMMUNITY: 
:   
School decisions over 
educational and 
vocational options is 
led by need to meets 
students aspirations 
and is formally and 
informally supported 
by community. See 
also Leadership and 
Participation domains 
.          
Strategies: 
Maintenance of 
existing approaches 
for this domain 
 

                 LEADERSHIP: 
 :   
Strong leadership exists in both the school (staff and 
students) and in the community – with overlap between 
the two. Leadership opportunities exist in town - and 
young people are expected to be leaders at school and 
in the community (through sport).   
 
Challenges:  
Leadership burn out; appropriate & sustainable 
succession planning for future. 
 
Strategies:  Maintenance of existing approaches for this 
domain 
 

Figure 16: Study Site L Map 
Community Capacity Domains 
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3.6 Study Site M 
This study site, as can be identified in a review of the demographic data provided 
in Section 2, shares many of the characteristics of Study Site L, although the site, 
and the community in which the site is located, is marginally less isolated and has 
a slightly larger infrastructure. As with Study Site L, this site was rated highly in 
terms of social and human capital.  
 
The following data builds on that baseline data, across specific capacity domains. 

Domain 1 - Participation 
While a detailed analysis of the evidence gathered during data collection will be 
provided in subsequent pages, the following quote captures the essence of the 
participatory relationship in place at Study Site M: 

 
The school has a strong place in the community. 

(school staff) 
The school is a pretty big hub in the town. 

(community member) 
 
There’s a strong connection – may be not as strong as at Study Site L 
but it’s definitely strong. 

(school staff) 
 
Participation between Study Site M, and the community in which it is located, 
consistently shows evidence of solid, long-established relationships existing 
between the school and the community. A defining characteristic is the level of 
reciprocity identified within this relationship. Through using the prescribed rating 
scale, the data collected from Study Site M suggests that that 80% of responses 
evidenced solid school-community participation. Consequently, Study Site M’s 
rating on the Participation ‘domain’ is 3. 
 
There is clear evidence that there is reciprocal interaction – through a range of 
participatory activities – between Study Site M and the local community and that 
this is viewed as an important and valued part of community identity - The 
connections are good and valued overall.  
 
The town itself has in place a number of measures specifically aimed at 
enhancing connection between young people and the community. The 
community has in place a planning and development alliance which aims to 
actively work to enhance economic and infrastructure prosperity within the 
community. As part of this, links have been created to ensure that young people 
from the community (through the conduit of the school) are able to participate in 
planning and decision making - They talk to the kids (of the school) and others 
about what they want for the community.  
 
Service clubs in the community actively support the school, and the young people 
within it, through mechanism of initiatives such as the Lions Club sponsored 
‘Youth of the Year’ prize and public speaking events.  
 
There is also participation and support received through the local community 
working with teachers to run mock job interviews in order to maximise job 
opportunities and in acknowledgement that the enhancement of employment 
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opportunities and skill building is the role of the broader community rather than 
just the school.  
 
Participatory support is also provided through the provision of financial support for 
the school from the business community. This is evidenced in statements such as: 
 

Small businesses always have their hands in their pockets, supporting 
things. 

 (school staff) 
 
(The school)…gets great community support for fundraising. 

(school staff)  
 
Individuals, businesses and organisations within the wider community are also 
working with the school to address issues specific to young people at risk of 
disengaging from school. This finding provides an overt link between community 
participation and strategies for supporting student aspirations and improving 
outcomes. The types of supports that are in place include the provision of work or 
learning opportunities for students who are disengaging through the community 
centre (which provides extra training and support) as well as opportunities within 
the local community, for work placements (we have a work placement program 
for kids who are a bit disengaged from school). 
 
Parental participation in the school was also seen by many as an important 
contribution to the educational establishment, through their involvement and 
support on the school council (Parents are on the school board and help through 
that contribution), with school working bees (There’s a hard core of fantastic 
parents and by their example the kids turn up for all the working bees) and 
funding raising activities for the school (The mum’s bake and run stalls). A brief 
summary of other types of participatory activity that occur at this study site are 
provided in Table 14.   
 

Table 14: Participation at Study Site M: Some Case Examples 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further 
evidence of 
school-
community 
participation in 
Study Site M 

Former students come back to the school to: “talk to the kids at SRC 
induction”. 

There is intergenerational support for the school, as evidenced at the 
school’s fete days, which are well patronised: “We get lots of family 
support, like grandparents and other family coming along to the fetes”.   

The school’s volunteering activities within the community extend to Green 
Week, where students spend a week planting trees in the local or 
neighbouring districts. 

The local council provides an important linking role with the work it does in 
helping organise events for the youth in the community.  

The reputation and support of the council towards the Study Site M 
community is viewed as actively supportive and largely participatory within 
the community: “In the community the mayor is very active and the 
Council will have a go.” 

 
 
There was evidence that the community  expects that the students will be 
involved with their community (A lot of the sports clubs expect the kids to turn up 
to working bees)  and, in return, the sporting clubs provide support to members 
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through individual support, connection with the community, and mentoring (The 
sporting stuff gives connectedness and (provides) youth mentoring).  
 
The assessment that the community for Study Site M operates on a model of 
reciprocal participation was not limited to sports clubs. A consistent assessment 
made was that the community is prepared to support, encourage and advise.  
 
Active student participation in the community is further fostered at the school 
through events such as ‘Community week’ where students spend time in the 
community involved in voluntary activities (such as cleaning up the cemetery, 
gardening for the older residents, helping out around town and at the aged care 
facility). These activities were assessed as creating both a connection between 
the school and the broader community, and also a culture of reciprocal 
participation that helps students see themselves as supported within a community 
and able to access a range of options should they begin to become disconnected 
from the school environment.  
 
Expectations relating to reciprocal participation are not limited to the students. 
There was consistent evidence within the data that this expectation of reciprocity 
also extended to teaching staff.  
 
Teaching staff from this study site were clearly viewed as integral to the fabric of 
the community and as essential catalysts in facilitating the school’s participation 
in the community, as evident in the following comment by a community 
representative: 
 
 The school principal and the teachers are involved in the community 

and are committed and have the support of the community. 
 (community member) 

 
The feedback provided demonstrated the multi layered nature of connection, and 
the level of inter dependence that exists at this site. The strengths of the links 
between the school and the community, and the embedded nature of these, are 
captured effectively in statements such as: 
 

You can’t divorce school and community issues. It all evolves back to 
the school anyway – we have welfare, the nurse, teachers and they all 
have links back into the community. 

(school staff) 
 
Reputation, respect and recognition of the school by the community as an integral 
part of the community were found to play an important role in the building of 
participatory links at this site. These elements were consistently referred to by 
participants to the data collection process.  This recognition appears, in part, to 
be due to the high academic standards of the school that have continued over 
many years, and this had led to a high expectation by the community about this 
(and in some instances the benefits that this brings), as highlighted by the 
following participant comments:  
 

A good school brings good things to the town. 
(community member) 

  
It’s important that it (the school) keeps its status and priority. Our 
success enhances the town and the community has respect for us. 

(school staff) 
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Expectation and achievements are high. 

(school staff) 
 
In the region the people hold us (the school) up as an example. 

(school staff)  
 
The general consensus is that students here do well and are expected 
to. 

 (school staff) 
  

While this level of respect and recognition has played an important role in building 
participatory links at the site, there was some evidence found that the level of 
school-community participation at Study Site M may be shifting. For example, the 
support for the school from within the community was often linked with the 
school’s success at Year 12. It was suggested during data collection that any 
future changes affecting Year 12 success may alter the support that the 
community currently holds for the school: 
 
 The community helps us out but as soon as you start losing numbers, it 

goes very quickly. 
(school staff) 

 
There was no definitive evidence collected against the rating scale that this had 
occurred in terms of levels of participation however it is identified here as an 
issue that needs to be monitored to ensure the community is supported through 
change processes in order to maintain optimum community/school participation 
rates. 
 
The focus on high attainment in relation to Year 2 outcomes could potentially 
impact on students who have no aspirations to undertake year 12 however this 
view appeared to be mitigated by the fact that the school has shifted the nature of 
curriculum delivery to ensure that the need for diversity is accommodated, and 
appeared to being accepted within the broader community, despite some initial 
resistance, as highlighted by the following commentary: 
 
 A few years ago the general consensus in the community was that the 

school just wanted its students to go to uni but that is now changing 
very slowly. The community is aware of the changes and they are keen 
for VET and VCAL to be offered. Through such programs it keeps the 
kids in the area and the community likes this – it likes the young people 
to remain in the community. 

 (school staff) 
 

Another factor that was identified in data collection as having the potential to 
impact on participation rates was the changing demographic at this study site. As 
identified in the demographic analysis provided in Section 2 of this report, this site 
has high rates of poverty and socio-economic disadvantage. A concurrent factor 
has been an increase in the number of new residents who are moving to this 
location to access less costly housing options. These residents, often 
experiencing significant levels of socio-economic disadvantage themselves, have 
no established connection with the study site or with the broader community in 
which it is housed:  
 

Generally there is a strong connection (between the school and the 
community), but it’s hard to bring newcomers on board as they come 
from bigger places where the connections aren’t that strong. 

(school staff) 
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While there was no measurable impact in regard to existing rates of participation 
found during the course of data collection and analysis for this research, the issue 
of a changing population based was raised consistently and was assessed as 
having the potential to alter the participatory relationship that is currently in place 
for Study Site M. Data analysis highlighted the emphasis placed by study 
participants on the importance of the established connections that exist between 
those residents that have lived in Study Site M all or most of their lives: 

 
 The education institution is important for a country town – people who 
are born and bred here see it as important (unlike newcomers?). 

(community members)  
 

This is an issue that has the potential to impact, in the longer term, on 
participation rates at the study site, and is one which key community and school 
members need to actively target for action into the future. 
 
A final indicator relating to the strong link between the community and the study 
site relates to levels of involvement in this research project. All community 
representatives who were invited to participate in this study agreed to being 
interviewed. This is an unusual level of uptake and further attests to the 
importance placed on participation at this site.  

Domain 2 - Leadership 
The links between the strong participatory relationship that is in place at the study 
site and leadership roles within the community were consistently identified 
throughout the data collected from staff, students and community representatives. 
 
The active reciprocity that exists between the school and the community was 
assessed as being due, in the main, to the levels of committed leadership that 
exist, both at the school and within the broader community. It is a level of 
leadership that overlaps between both ‘environments’ and, as a result is 
strengthened and consolidated. An assessment of the data from Study Site M for 
this domain of leadership suggests that the town receives a domain rating of 3. 
 
Leadership is upheld as an important quality for staff and the principal at Study 
Site M with a range of examples provided to illustrate this point. These included: 
 

• The focus on professional development (PD) activities - We push PD and 
have a PD night every fortnight at the staff meeting 

 

• A commitment to succession planning  
 

• An assessment of cohesiveness at the site and overt support of the senior 
leadership team at the school - The senior leadership is quite good.  
 

• An assessment of the importance of the leadership qualities adopted by 
the current school/principal in achieving good outcomes and maximising 
effective outcomes for the school and for the community through ensuring 
that: 

o staff load is not overwhelming - There’s a strategy at the school to 
spread the load so you don’t burn out; 

o graduate students receive mentoring and support - There’s a good 
structure in the school with new graduate teachers. They are taken 
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under the wing of the more senor teachers and supported in their 
careers; and, 

o the particular skill set of staff is recognised and embraced  They’re 
good at recognising people’s skills, knowledge and experience. 

 
This is further reinforced by the comments of both school staff and community 
members about the good leadership that exists at the school: 
 

Succession planning: We’ve never had a principal that wasn’t teaching 
and who hadn’t come up through the ranks here. 

(school staff) 
 
We don’t have a mobile staff – they come and stay and that might be a 
result of good leadership. 

(school staff) 
 
One of our strongest points is our long standing staff. All tend to have 
the same values and experience. Most live in town and feel connected 

(community member) 
 
As was evident from the information outlined for Study Site M in the ‘participation’ 
domain, the school and its staff have a strong connection with the community, 
whereby their skills and expertise are transferred to their ‘other’ roles in the wider 
community:  
 

A lot of the teachers are also involved in the community. They play a 
big role in the town. It’s good for the community – and they also play a 
very important welfare role. 

(community member) 
 
With leadership you have to have a broader outlook on life and not just 
with your job but with the community. The current and past school 
principals have had this – they have been past Lion’s Club presidents 
and presidents of other clubs and committees. This provides strong 
capacity in the community. 

 (community member) 
 
Furthermore, the leadership exemplified through initiatives and programs 
established between the school, students, and the wider community further 
support active participation between the two. Such examples include “Community 
Week” and “Green Week” and associated voluntary activities.  
 
This data aligns closely to the evidence found within the literature relating to good 
leadership (particularly principal lead leadership) and the role this plays in 
establishing effective and ongoing connection with community (Gamage et al., 
2009; Kilpatrick et al., 2003; Sahid, 2004; Saunders & Harvey, 2002). 
 
For students at Study Site M leadership activities are actively encouraged and 
students themselves refer to the leadership-type ‘roles’ they have assumed within 
their local community which have been encouraged and facilitated through their 
involvement at the school: 
 

Our school captains are in charge of the SRC and we’ve got kids this 
year giving it a go…that’s usually staff driven as well. 

(school staff) 
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The students are given responsibility and are learning skills as young 
leaders. 

 (youth worker) 
 

Extracurricular activities are encouraged: the band, school plays, the 
science and maths competitions. 

(student) 
 
If you play in the school band you’re expected to help out at the primary 
school fete. 

 (student) 
 
We’re (the students) are encouraged to coach the younger kids and 
learn leadership. 

 (student) 
 
Despite this overall positive assessment of student leadership potential, there 
was some feedback provided suggesting the need for more work to be 
undertaken in this area. There was a sense that the school and the wider 
community could do more to encourage students and young people to develop 
their leadership skills within the school and the community:  
 

 Student leaders in the school are not encouraged as much as they 
could,  which is our (teaching staff’s) fault.  

(youth worker) 
 
No community groups have folded because of a lack of interest but 
there’s not too much mentoring of young ones to take on the roles. 
Often this doesn’t happen although they’d like it to. 

(community member) 
 
This feedback has not impacted on the overall rating for this domain for this study 
site but is an area for consideration when individual sites review the feedback 
specific to their own study site. 
 
Within the community there is a leadership group aimed at enhancing community 
outcomes through strong leadership and planning processes. This group was 
established in the last 10 - 15 years to foster and encourage economic and 
industrial prosperity to the region. It has been through this group that a number of 
diverse community projects have been established, and ties with the school and 
young people within the school have been further strengthened and consolidated 
(They talked to the kids and others about what they want for the community).  
 
The group has a core set of leaders who drive significant projects within the 
community and are seen to be successful. This is a group that highlights 
strengths in community leadership, supported by community commitment and 
participation: 
 
 (name of group).. helps the community. Issues in the community can 

be raised and the group will look at them and may be work with the 
Council on these issues. For example 10 years ago the ANZ bank in 
town was going to close and ( the group) got together to try and 
petition the bank to stay open. It was successful and the bank stayed. 

    (community member) 
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In addition the town was identified as having a number of community members 
that come from different fields, but work collectively drive change; these are 
viewed as respected members of the community: 
 
 There are probably 5 or 6 people in town involved in sports, the 

community – they are real drivers. They get people to come to town, 
bring in business opportunities. 

(community member) 
 
 They are part of the reason why Study Site M hasn’t shrivelled up and 

died, like other towns nearby. 
(community member) 

 
There is also evidence from the local industry perspective that there is an 
approach within the community that pushes innovation and a commitment to try a 
range of activities for community enhancement – all indirect indicators of strong 
community support and leadership capacity: 
 

 Industries (like (name of industry) haven’t been frightened to have a go 
and be innovative. 

(community member)  
 
People and communities around here are prepared to have a go and it 
often works well. People accept change and challenge. 

(community member) 
 
In terms of building and supporting student aspirations, this type of leadership 
capacity creates a positive environment, and one assessed as supporting 
students to set educational and/or vocational goals  
 

There are not many occupational opportunities here without an 
education or a vocation.. We’re expected to go to uni or to have a trade 
and it’s such a small community – everyone’s willing to help and there 
are people who really take a lead – act as leaders and show what can 
be done and half the population went here (to the school) so you know 
that you can achieve. 

(student) 
 
Some concerns were raised by participants in regard to the ageing population 
across the community (as attested to by demographic data for this site) and the 
impact of this on current leadership structures into the future. At this point no 
impact has been identified in relation to this factor but this may alter over time. 
 
The significance of a strong culture of leadership in the community in relation to 
Study Site M is found in the inter-connection between the study site and the 
broader community. The evidence has highlighted the role of leadership within 
the school – for teachers, for students and for the activities and opportunities that 
have developed due to leadership action. The data have also highlighted the role 
of leadership within the broader community and the strategies and approaches 
used to support and drive change. Most importantly the data collected during the 
course of the research have highlighted the opportunities that strong leadership 
has provided in maximising participation of young people and, through this, 
increasing options within the community.  
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Domain 3 – Organisational Structure 
Data collected from Study Site M suggests that, while there were some examples 
provided where the school and the community participate together in 
collaborative activities, there were fewer instances where the infrastructure of the 
school could be assessed as providing the central point through which the 
community was able to express collective views and exchange information in 
order to create networks across individuals, groups and organizations. This 
assessment of the organisational infrastructure of the school as a meeting point, 
but not as a catalyst for running the inter-actional ‘software’ of the community, 
reflects that the Study Site M is not a ‘hub’ for the broader community. Based 
upon the analysis of data for this domain, and the limited number of examples of 
structured organisational sharing between the school and the community, Study 
Site M’s rating for this domain is 2.  
 
Study Site M holds an important role within the community as a provider of 
education and has a significant role and reputation within the community - who 
are proud of the school and its achievements:   

 
It’s an essential part of the town and Status of the school leads to this – 
it sets up a culture of support and the school and the town complement 
each other. 

 (school staff) 
 

The commitment of teaching staff at Study Site M is clearly recognised (Teachers 
put in the extra time – after hours and on weekends) and the school is central to 
the nature and identity of the town. This was highlighted consistently in the 
previous analysis of ‘Participation’ and ‘Leadership’ in relation to this study site.  
 
However, unlike many other rural towns in which the school is the central hub for 
community activity, this was not the case for Study Site M. A significant 
proportion of community based activity occurs at sport venues/activities and 
sporting clubs (sports clubs are the hub of the community). While there were 
numerous examples of the community coming into the school and providing help 
and assistance, this did not translate to the school providing the central catalyst 
for connection through extensive use of the organisational structure. Connection 
undoubtedly did occur at the site, as evidenced in activities such as: 
 

• Parents providing support for working bees. 
• Extended family and local community members supporting the school fete. 
• Community/business members coming in to the school and running mock 

job interviews for students 
• Men’s shed assisting with woodworking in the school.  

 
Residents acknowledged that Study Site M readily provides access to the 
community when requested or needed (There are opportunities for the 
community to use the facilities and the school is happy for this to occur) however 
there was a consistent assessment made, among those involved in interview, that 
access is more closely linked to education activities and needs based facilities 
usage than to a situation in which the physical resource of the school provided a 
consistent and recognised means through which key community development 
and strengthening processes can occur.  
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The scope of the connections with community that are in place at this site (as 
shown clearly in the feedback relating to participation and leadership) mean that 
connection through the use of organisational structure is occurring and is an 
inevitable consequence of accepted interactions within the community. The fact 
that this domain has not achieved an optimal rating does not negate the fact that 
the school structure itself is a place for sharing and connection – it is just not the 
only, or the central place, that community members seek out for this type of 
capacity building. 
   
A final point on this issue: the capacity of the school site to provide a central hub 
for ideas sharing and networking was considered as being further limited by the 
population changes occurring within the community. The arrival of new residents, 
a significant proportion of who were assessed as being from marginalised 
communities with limited connection to education, was viewed as an additional 
disincentive for the school organisational infrastructure to act as a central hub for 
community capacity building.  
 

There are however a lot of marginalised families coming into town and 
they’re not connected to education at all. 

(community member)  
 
Additional research is needed with individuals from this cohort to make any valid 
assessment around the accuracy of this assessment. Based on the information 
that was collected for this research study, there appears to be capacity for 
encouraging a stronger nexus between community and school for new residents. 
This is particularly important if the type of connections that have historically been 
in place, and have had a significant role in shaping student aspirations, are to be 
maintained. The development of enhanced interactions through the mechanism 
of the infrastructure of the school may provide one mechanism through which to 
achieve this.  

Domain 4 – Problem Assessment 
There is evidence from the data for Study Site M that there is some school and 
community collaboration in place to identify, assess and respond to problems 
impacting on the school in relation to building student aspirations and ensuring 
there is the capacity to maximise subsequent educational and vocational 
outcomes. This was notable with the support provided by the school and the 
community to jointly tackle issues of youth disengagement from education. 
However, there was much discussion, from each of the participants groups, about 
problems associated with an influx of new residents in Study Site M. Other 
problems were also identified (such as underage drinking; limited recreational 
options for young people; lack of services) for which there appeared to be no 
collective approach to problem solving. Based upon this, Study Site M receives a 
rating for this domain of 2. 
 
Data collection and analysis identified that there has been significant work 
undertaken involving key stakeholders at both the school and the community 
aimed at identifying and assessing problems, and subsequently putting in place 
solutions to those problems. At Study Site M there has been a clear assessment 
of the changing needs of young people and a move toward the establishment of a 
broader range of educational and vocational options for all students at the school:  
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We [the school] bend over backwards to engage as many as we can. 
We try as best we can to bring as big a variety as possible at the top 
end of the school (to cater for changing need). 

(school staff)  
 
The school caters for the community. You don’t see anyone leaving the 
school in Study Site M because they can’t get what they want to study 
in Year 12. 

 (school staff) 
 
The community is also supportive of the students in other ways – and by 
indirectly encouraging them to remain engaged with their community during their 
schooling years – through part time work opportunities and general interest in and 
support for students’ at school. Clear examples of this type of engagement 
through community were provided in the data relating to leadership and 
participation. 
 
The VET, VCAL and apprenticeship opportunities are increasingly supported and 
fostered within the local community to maximised options for keeping students 
engaged, either at school and/or within the community, as highlighted by the 
following comments: 

 
If they (the students) want an apprenticeship, they’ll get one in all sorts 
of trades. I have always been amazed at this…it’s good for the kids to 
know its there. 

 (school staff) 
 

VCAL has broadened the opportunities for some students…we have 
community involvement with the boys in this group which helps. 

(school staff) 
 

The (the VCAL students) spend some days here at the school, and  
some days elsewhere for technical training, and some work experience. 

(school staff) 
 
It is important to skill people up. It we can keep students staying here 
and skilled in providing the services to the community, that’s good. It’s 
important to be able to keep the farm kids here and to keep our skills 
set – linked in with the local agricultural college. Council offers 
cadetships/traineeships – a range of options needs to be explored. 

(community member) 
 

There was commitment identified within the data that the school and the broader 
community work together to keep young people within the town and within the 
school – and have put in place response strategies most likely to enhance the 
capacity to achieve success in this goal. This approach was indicative of a 
capacity for problem assessment and response at this study site aimed at 
maximising the capacity of student to build and meet their aspirations – whether 
they be educational or vocational.  
 
Where data analysis highlighted a lesser capacity for proactive problem solving at 
this site was in relation to the changing demographic of the study site, and the 
perceived impact of this. Discussion by many of the participant groups 
(particularly the community groups and school staff) highlighted a view that there 
were emerging problems with an observed growth in new residents, many from 
marginalised groups, experiencing socio-economic disadvantage and seeking 
cheaper housing options. These new residents were assessed as bringing with 
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them in a range of new problems that impact on both the school and the 
community, as highlighted by the following comments:  
 

There have been slight changes in recent years with different people  
of lower SES and no housing have moved in over the past few years. 

 (community member) 
 
(Those) born and bred (in Study Site M community) are okay but the 
imports…they are always transients and come for a while then go. 

(community member) 
 
A lot of these families come looking for cheap accommodation; few of 
them work and they all have family issues. They have more important 
things in life - like just surviving – than school. 

(school staff) 
 
There are more management issues and more behavioural issues than 
before. 

(school staff) 
 
We have a proportion of dysfunctional families, fewer role models, and 
attitude problems of unemployed parents towards the school. 

(school staff) 
 
This was raised as a significant school/community issue but one for which there 
was no evidence provided of a commitment from the school or the community - 
collectively – to: assess the scope of the problem; identify response strategies; 
and, implement processes to support change. It is acknowledged that the 
educational program at Study Site M has changed in recent years to 
accommodate a range of students, and student interests, beyond the mainstream 
VCE subjects, and this is likely to be catering for diverse educational needs.   
 
In fact, while this issue was raised as a problem, and one without a clear 
resolution strategy, the demographic analysis of school data for this site 
continues to show good retention, low levels of school disengagement and strong 
school destination data. There remains a view that educational and vocational 
attainment at the site continues to be of a high standard (The general consensus 
is that students here do well and are expected to). There appears to be some 
level of discord between the assessments being made of problems and the actual 
situation. This research has not been able to examine this issue in detail and it is 
suggested that the school and the community undertake some work on a 
structured analysis of need in order to proactively respond to the issue. 
 
Other problems assessed as having an impact at Study Site M include: 

 
• Limited welfare and counselling services 

o The visiting psychologists and counsellors are hard to hook into and If there 
are urgent issues you can’t get services  

• Few recreational options for young people beyond sports  

o (“It’s a sports-mad town. I feel sorry for kids who don’t like sport”)  

• Limited public transport options.  

• Underage drinking and a culture of acceptance of this phenomenon. 
o There are issues around young people and alcohol…Alcohol use is a 

problem (school staff). 
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While many of these issues are common to rural communities (National Rural 
Health Alliance, 2011) and are not specific to enhancing student aspirations, they 
need to be considered through the application of a whole of community approach 
to minimise potential longer term impacts – at both the school and at the 
community level. There are a broad range of strategies that can be adopted to 
work in schools to begin to address underage alcohol misuse, with a number of 
available evidence based programs having been developed in recent years. 
Study Site M, in consultation with the broader community has worked to put in 
place a range of youth specific activities to overcome service limitations for young 
people, such as youth groups and FReeZA events, but these were assessed as 
being impacted by underage drinking, and consequently, should be tackled as a 
combined school/ community initiative.  

Domain 5 – Resource Mobilisation 
There is sufficient evidence provided by those in Study Site M that resource 
mobilisation has occurred through a range of mechanisms to enhance opportunity 
and connection for young people in the town. The key focus of the feedback 
relating to resource mobilisation at this site related to human and social resources, 
with physical resource availability given a lesser focus as a means through which 
community connection has been built. Resources mobilisation has involved a 
partnership approach whereby the school community make available the 
resources of the school (social and human) and the community responds 
reciprocally through the provision of resources (social and human) to support 
activities, groups and organisations within the broader community. The interactive 
nature of this resource mobilisation and exchange has been identified as playing 
a measurable role in enhanced building the aspirations of young people at this 
site. There have been some limitations identified in resource mobilisation caused 
by trends relating to a shifting demographic (young people moving out of the town, 
the population ageing, and some changes in the incoming population profile) 
These changes have resulted in assessments that there is a slowly decreasing 
commitment to reciprocal mobilisation of resources at this site. Based upon the 
examples and information collected for this domain, Study Site M receives a 
measure of 2. 
 
Study Site M has embraced the support and skills of those in its local community 
to enhance the educational aspirations and attainment of its young people. This is 
most evident in the strong links between the school and local community 
organisations (e.g. economic development organisation and service clubs) who 
provide support through mentoring, and programs such as the ‘youth of the year’ 
prize.  Employers and others in the community also provide support and advice to 
students in clear commitment to share human resources (knowledge and support) 
to enhance the aspirations of young people in terms of both education and 
vocation: 

 
People are prepared to encourage and model to kids wanting to get an 
education. 

(community member)  
 
The community is prepared to support, encourage and advise. 

(Student). 
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This support extends not only to those engaged in school, but also those young 
people at risk of disengaging from school by providing them with work and/or 
learning opportunities through work placements (We have a work placement 
program for kids who are a bit disengaged from school). It also extends to 
sourcing work opportunities for the young people and using connections to 
maximise these opportunities. This type of support is a resource that, while not 
measurable in concrete terms, represents a means through which to mobilise 
resources through high levels of social and human capital to enhance 
opportunities for young people to achieve their goals: 
 

A lot of workers are fairly involved in helping kids place 
elsewhere…there’s not much here past 20 years old. 

(community member) 
 
The support from the community and the opportunities provided for young people 
have been identified by young people themselves as both increasing their options, 
and creating a sense of being able to have aspirations for certain outcomes 
because they are aware that resources within the town will be mobilised 
 

 It’s such a small community – everyone’s willing to help. Like, to get 
jobs.   

(student) 
 

The community encourages people to go out and go to uni but it also 
makes sure there is help if you want to do something different. 

(student) 
 

In regard to reciprocal resource mobilisation, the teaching staff at the school 
enhances the ‘human’ resources within the community through the skills they 
bring to the community and the commitment they have to ensuring that the 
community options are maximised (The school principal and the teachers are 
involved in the community and are committed and have the support of the 
community).  The role of teaching staff in supporting the community through 
providing key skill sets was identified as an important resource within the 
community, particularly given issues of rurality, decreased infrastructure and 
shifts in the demographics of the population at this location. 
 
Changes to the demographic profile of the community were noted by study 
participants as having the potential to change the existing scope of, and capacity 
for, mobilisation of resources. Participants provided examples of this having 
already happened at the site, specifically in regard to resources for optimising 
educational/ aspirational options for young people from Study Site M. The 
analysis of the demographics for this community depicts a significant, and 
increasing, ageing population. This was assessed as already changing the level 
of resource commitment and establishing a trend that would continue into the 
future.  
 

Some of the businesses and employers in town are older and can’t be 
bothered to take on an apprenticeship which is a shame as this trade will 
eventually be lost. 

(community member) 
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The issue of ageing is, as shown in the demographic analysis for this municipality, 
paralleled with a decrease in the number of young people choosing to remain in 
at the location. There has been some level of exodus of young people and a 
corresponding decline in skill bases:  
 

Not a lot of tertiary educated people stay in town. 
(community member) 

 
Students who leave for uni don’t come back. 

 (community member)  
 
This situation was assessed as being worsened by the loss or closure of some of 
primary industries in and around the town due to the recent drought and the 
resultant economic impact of this: 
 

Agriculture used to be one of the big employers in the area but the 
significance of agriculture in the region has dropped off and there is not 
he employment in this industry available for young people. 

(community member) 
 
While feedback provided in the leadership domain depicted a community in which 
the leadership strengths of key community leaders (from both the school and the 
broader community) had mitigated the level of rural decline, the capacity for 
longer term resource mobilisation was identified as potentially problematic, 
particularly within the context of opportunity for young people for employment 
options into the future.  

Domain 6 – ‘Asking Why’? 
Achieving effective capacity ratings in this domain requires communities to work 
together to identify inequities, and potential for inequities, understand the causal 
factors behind these and put in place response strategies. Study Site M has a 
commitment to reviewing the inequalities for young people and working on ways 
to address these to better support the educational needs and aspirations of the 
town’s youth. In recent years, the school has actively sought to engage students 
by offering a wider ranging educational program to support their needs, through 
the more ‘traditional’ subject options, as well as through VET and VCAL options. 
While the school has been widely recognised for its academic achievements, 
there is a growing acceptance amongst school staff, students and the community 
that alternative programs in Year 12 are important and should be embraced. 
Based on the data collected for this research, on this domain of ‘Asking Why’ 
Study Site M receives a rating measure of 2.5.  
 
The school has shown a capacity to work with community to identify the changing 
needs of the community. Issues such as increasing levels of rural disadvantage, 
decreasing employment options and increased diversity in the needs of young 
people in contemporary rural Australia, has created a parallel requirements to 
review the options offered by the school to meet individual needs. To this end, 
data highlighted that Study Site M is actively working to maximise the options for 
young people and to keep them attached and engaged with education: 
 

School is now appropriately providing for this group. Prior to this they 
would have been disengaged…We need to extent the VET and VCAL 
options (to maintain engagement and meet diverse student aspirations).   

(school staff) 
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A consistent theme that did emerge in data collection was that there is an overtly 
stated expectation at Study Site M that students will achieve and to do well (We 
expect all of them to do Year 12 – academic or VCAL) and this expectation has 
underpinned considerations both in asking why inequities, and the potential for 
disengagement, exists, and in putting in place response strategies to address 
these.  
 
The educational program that is offered through the school provides a range of 
educational and practical options for all students at the school. The VET, VCAL 
and apprenticeship opportunities are fostered within the school and provide a 
greater range of options for students, which keep them engaged either at school 
and/or within the community: 

 
If they (the students) want an apprenticeship, they’ll get one in all sorts 
of trades. I have always been amazed at this…it’s good for the kids to 
know its there. 

(community member) 
 
VCAL has broadened the opportunities for some students…we have 
community involvement with the boys in this group which helps. 

(school staff) 
 
The (the VCAL students) spend some days here at the school, and 
some days elsewhere for technical training, and some work experience. 

(school staff) 
 

The inequalities in place in the town, caused by geographic isolation, have been 
recognised and proactively addressed through the adoption of new technologies. 
Videoconferencing, for instance is being widely used to offer students a greater 
range of educational subjects:   
 

We’re in the same cluster as (Study Site L) and can use video 
conferencing to help provide the breadth of courses. It’s not as good 
as a teacher, but it works okay as long as the kids stay engaged. 

(school staff) 
 
With smaller schools, video conferencing increasingly leads to broader 
options for VCAL and VCE. 

(school staff)   
 
We receive Year 12 physics, specialist maths; and send Year 11 and 
Year 12 French, physics and art. This helps to expand students 
choices. 

(school staff) 
 
The close link between ‘asking why?’ disengagement occurs and the responses 
put in place at Study Site M are captured in statements such as: 
 

Options are pretty good. (but) If there’s a need the school adapts to 
that.  

(school staff). 
 
Student feedback demonstrates an acknowledgement of the fact that alternative 
options through the use of new technologies not only provides additional study 
options but provides a demonstrable measure of the fact that the school is 
working to maximise the potential to enhance interests and learning. This was 
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assessed as playing a role in maintaining engagement as students felt they were 
being considered, listened to, and catered for: 
 

Psychology and stuff that aren’t offered – we can do it with video 
conferencing and they (the school/teachers) support you (so you have 
choices and don’t miss out. 

 (school staff). 
 
 It was acknowledged by some that a greater mobilisation of alternative education 
programs and resources from within the school is necessary in order to achieve 
optimum outcomes in addressing inequities, and, ensuring that reasons for 
disengagement from the school system are minimised and student capacity to set 
aspirational goals, and meet these, is maximised (More tech resources would be 
good and We need to be able to offer more for the VET and VCAL students).   
 
The provision of a broader educational curriculum appears to have mitigated 
some of the potential inequities resulting from diversity in what students need 
from the school to meet their individual needs and have enabled Study Site M to 
maintain good outcomes in terms of student attainment and destinations.  
 
Participants to the interviews identified that the provision of a range of program 
options, coupled with a school and community expectation of, and support for, 
good outcomes, was having an impact. 
 

We’re in a transitional period now with our clientele changing. 
(school staff) 

 
Even kids with difficulties may take a while to get into the swing of our 
expectations, but they do lift their levels. 

(school staff) 
 

This approach is strengthened by the fact that the community is working with the 
school to support the provision of school based options most likely to meet the 
diverse aspirations of young people and ensure they are not disengaged from the 
town or the community. 

Domain 7 –  Links with Others 
There is evidence of established social and inter-organisational networks existing 
between the local school and the community to support educational aspirations 
and attainment. Some close networks exist within the town, although data 
collection identified that there is a perception that there are a few changes within 
the township that have the potential to undermine the strength of these networks 
into the longer term.  Based upon the data collected and examined, Study Site 
M’s rating measure on this domain is 2.5.  
 
There were good examples of solid social and inter organisational networks 
having been established between Study Site M and the community (including 
community organisations, businesses, agencies and the wider community) 
identified throughout the course of data collection. A significant number of these 
have been discussed in detail previously, within the feedback relating to each of 
the domains reported on already for Study Site M.  
 
A key strength of the networks and links in place at Study Site M is the reciprocal 
nature of connections. There were many examples provided of the community 
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building networks with the school and providing tangible benefits as a result of 
their involvement (such as through fund raising and mentoring support). There 
was also a very strong message in place that the community viewed this 
networking as being reciprocal, and as having both tangible and intangible 
benefits for the community.  
 
The tangible benefits included measurable indicators such as accessing teacher 
skills and leadership support through connection with the school. The intangibles 
of community connection were found in community assessment of the role of 
networking in building essential elements of community. The intangibles were in 
acknowledging the critical role and place of young people in the community, and 
the role of the school in providing the means through which to maintain 
connection with, and support for, the development of the future citizens of that 
community.  
 

The connections are good and valued overall (within the community – 
as part of the community). 

(community member) 
 
As many of the examples that highlight these networks have been identified 
previously, only a summary will be provided to consolidate knowledge specific to 
networks between the study site and the broader community: 
 

• Links with a broad range of community organisations including small 
business, economic development groups and service clubs - subsequently 
reciprocated through student and staff involvement with these groups – 
either in membership or through input into planning and development 
activities.   

• Physical resource support through local business and local community 
members (mocking interviews, financial support, work placements, 
mentoring) - subsequently reciprocated through student employment 
within the community and contribution to the community. 

• Parent and student involvement with the school across a range of 
activities including membership to school board, fund raising, working 
bees and planning within the school – subsequently reciprocated through 
student and staff involvement with the community. 

• Connections with local sports clubs for a range of supports including 
mentoring and support for disengaged youth - subsequently reciprocated 
through student involvement in sport based activities and events. 

 
There was no evidence collected during the research study that indicated that 
these networks were at risk of breaking down or that there was any impact on 
levels of reciprocity. It was raised during data collection that there is the potential 
for this to happen into the future due to the changing demographic of the 
community (new residents without historical connection to the school and 
community, the ageing population and decreasing number of community based 
organisations).  

Domain 8 –  Role of Outside Agents 
For Study Site M, the role of outside agents is limited by rurality and distance, 
and by the size of the town in which the study site is based. Despite this, there is 
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evidence (much of which has been presented in previous domains) indicating that 
Study Site M is accessing the resources available to it, within the region, and 
within the local community, to enhance the educational aspirations and 
attainment options of its youth. This is evident, as will be described below, in the 
connections that exist between the school and key organisations engaged to 
support the needs of students. Based on this data, Study Site M’s rating measure 
for this Domain is 2.5.  
 
The key agents accessed at this study site that are external to the immediate 
community, and that play an important role specific to the school, are those that 
have a mandate for building education and work options for young people. These 
agents are Group Training and the LLEN that supports Study Site M. 
 
The Group Training Company involved with the school provides a tangible and 
valued resource aimed at increasing work opportunities for young people at the 
site who choose to pursue work opportunities rather than continue on to 
undertake further education. Feedback provided during the course of data 
collection attested to the fact that this connection is valued and is used by the 
Study Site to maximise the range of options that have the potential to be offered 
to students at the site (The school calls (the GTC) and talks about apprenticeship 
options).   
 
The ability to target key relevant agents to meet need is an important indicator of 
capacity for this domain. 
 
Regular contact, involving site visits, occurs with the local LLEN, in particular the 
Managed Individual Pathways (MIPs) Co-ordinator, who provides individual 
support and advice for careers and education to each of the senior students in 
the school. This targeted use of outside agents to maximise the opportunity for 
young people to better conceptualise and plan for their longer term options is 
important.  
 
Student feedback highlighted the value placed on this by students in helping them 
to identify their needs, set goals and work toward them: 
 

It gives you an idea about careers and options and (the MIPS person) 
comes and asks us what we want to do and how you can do it; what 
you need to do to get there. That really helps to get ideas and think 
about what you want. 

(student) 
 
Other outside agents that provide support to youth at Study Site M include local 
council, which has been active in its support of young people and employs 
apprentices in various fields across this local government body. Council has also 
been active in supporting youth by having an established youth strategy and a 
committed youth worker 
 

Council is very active in employing apprentices. They have taken on a 
gardener and have two diesel mechanics and one more starting soon.  

(community member) 
 

Council is supportive of youth. It has a youth strategy and an active and 
informed youth worker. Council has also got a long goal built into their 
long term planning for young people. 

(community member) 
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This capacity of outside agents to increase options in relation to education, 
employment and training reinforces the critical importance in building effective 
and sustained links with external agents, most particularly external agents with a 
clear mandate for enhancing outcomes for young people.  
 
Other community and business groups that are external to the Study Site M, but 
are an integral part of the broader community, and with whom the study site has 
strong reciprocal connections, have already been identified and connections 
discussed in detail in regard to previous domains. They are mentioned here only 
as a reinforcement of the fact that building links is critical to enhanced overall 
outcomes for young people, particularly in rural communities with limited options 
in comparison to more regional or urban centres.  
 
The role of outside agents in Study Site M is limited by distance and level of 
access to a wider service delivery. This may have an indirect effect on student 
and young people’s education and aspirations but this was not measured during 
data collection. It was also not possible, based on the data from this site, to 
determine whether the small number of agents accessed beyond those specific to 
employment, education and training was the result only of access issues or 
whether there was an untapped capacity for some extended links to be made. 
There are identified limitations at the study site in regard to access to welfare and 
counselling services, and in the breadth of outside agents that other regions may 
be better able to source and integrate within the school. This is acknowledged as 
an issue – please refer to the Problem Assessment domain for a more detailed 
discussion of particular issue and to the Recommendation section of this report 
for recommendations relevant around potential strategies for further expanding 
connections with outside agents of relevance.  

Domain 9 –  Program Planning and Development with Community 
With the strong connections and participation that Study Site M has with its local 
community, there is evidence that the community has a reasonable level of 
capacity to initiate change within the school. Program planning and development 
with community has been facilitated through the existing level of active 
involvement of the parents on the school council, as well as the commitment and 
support provided by the community to the school. Participation and Leadership 
are important contributors for this domain. There was limited additional evidence 
gathered that measured control over program management occurring outside of 
the council, and the broader networking process, however and, as such Study 
Site M receives a rating measure on this domain of 2.5. 
 
Parental participation on school boards is integral to program management in 
education provision across the State. The level of involvement that occurs at 
Study Site M was assessed as being significant, highlighting the way in which the 
wider community contributes to the school and helps to connect with, and direct, 
some of the elements of the educational program at the school.  
 
Evidence of this was provided by participants who referred to the involvement 
that parents have on the school board as helping in program management and 
enabling the community to play a role in shaping responses to educational need 
through planning: 
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Parents are on the school board and help through that 
contribution…Parental involvement in the school is significant and helps 
shape decisions at a range of levels. 

(staff member) 
 
Additionally involvement in program management was identified as occurring 
indirectly, through connections that parents and other community members have 
at the school (such as school working bees and funding raising activities). Such 
support and ‘action’ provides closer connections between the school and the local 
community and facilitates the level of input and commentary that the community 
has within the school. Likewise, involvement in programs within the school, or 
emerging from the school, allow for the opportunity for input into program 
management processes. In negotiating involvement in programs it is inevitable 
that discussion occur around how a program will operate, what goals it has and 
what the input from the community aims to achieve. This, while not formalised, 
represents critical input into the program planning and development processes. 
The commitment of the community to taking up this type of role is captured in 
statements such as (The community is prepared to support, encourage and 
advise). In terms of student aspirations it allows for the strong community links 
that are in place with the school to be used to ensure that program development 
and planning is responsive to emerging student needs. 
 
Acknowledging this type of direct and indirect process for program management, 
there were few examples provided of formal processes for program planning and 
development with community. There was limited evidence gathered that program 
planning input occurs in a structured way through involvement in school based 
planning forums or meetings. This is not to suggest that involvement in program 
planning does not occur – a lack of formalisation does not equate to lack of action 
however it does indicate a capacity for additional strategies to be put in place to 
maximise outcomes for this domain. This is particularly relevant given the 
literature knowledge in place around the critical importance of advance 
partnership, including proactive input into program planning that has been 
identified within the literature evidence (Burns, 2002; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; 
Kilpatrick et al., 2003; Saunders & Harvey, 2002; Sheldon & Epstein, 2004) 
 

3.7 Summary Domain Assessment Study Site M 
Study Site M rated variably across the nine capacity domains measured for this 
study. The study site achieved high ratings in regard to leadership and 
participation, with some capacity for strategy implementation to bring about 
change identified in other areas examined as part of data collection.  A summary 
overview of the findings for this site shows the following: 
 

• Participation: There were definitive examples provided across this study 
site illustrating embedded levels of reciprocal participation between the 
school and community. There are strong links in place between the school 
and businesses in the town, with sports clubs, between the town and the 
young people within it, and between teaching staff at the school and the 
broader community. There is a strong sense at this site that high levels of 
participation are an inevitable (and appropriate) consequence of the 
complex familial, work, historical and community connections that are an 
inherent part of the community. There were some early indications 
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flagging that the traditional roles and expectations around 
school/community links are being challenged by an ageing population and 
workforce, by the shift in the focus of the school (changes in the 
curriculum) and the introduction of newer residents who are perceived as 
less committed to contributing to the participatory bonds between the 
school and the community. 

 
• Leadership: The data collected for Study Site M on leadership in the 

school and in the community, and the impact that this leadership has had 
on enhancing options for young people, was consistently positive. 
Independent of each other, both the school and the broader community 
have clear leadership roles, while there is evidence of strong overlap 
between the two to produce change – and to ensure that in each 
environment, there is sufficient support for success. There is some 
question as to whether leadership succession at the student level could be 
further developed in Study Site M. As well, the strength of the current 
leadership roles, particularly within the community, may lose some 
momentum in the future with the ageing population at this site. This was 
raised as a cause of concern in relation to the ongoing capacity to 
maintain the current level of leadership for Study Site M.  
 

• Organisational Structure: There were a number of examples provided 
throughout data analysis for this domain of the broader community using 
the school facilities for community based activities. There were also 
numerous examples provided of community members coming into the site 
for a range of educational and school support initiatives. This trend 
provided a validation of the inter-relationships that were identified as being 
in place when examining participation and leadership for this study site. 
This use of the school organisational structure was not assessed, however, 
as representing a consistent mechanism through which the community 
could facilitate the sharing of ideas and networking. While ideas 
sharing/networking did occur, it was incidental rather than as a result of 
the Site being a structural ‘hub’ for community interactions and for 
providing a catalyst for networking, ideas sharing and link building across 
groups and organisations. This role is more consistently allocated to 
sporting venues at this study site.  The fact that there are increasing 
numbers of new residents moving into the community in which Study Site 
M is located, and the assessment that they are disconnected from 
education, was viewed as having some impact on maximising outcomes in 
regard to this domain. 

 
• Problem Assessment: The data specific to Study Site M mapped a range 

of problems, some of which, such as lack of transport, few non-sport 
based recreational activities and limited access to specialist services, are 
consequential to rural living in small townships. These issues are 
recognised by community members but there are limited response 
strategies in place to address them. In regard to problems specific to 
education, and strategies to minimise levels of school disengagement, the 
school and the broader community have worked to identify and assess 
problems – and implement approaches that involve the school and the 
community working collaboratively to improve opportunities for young 
people, and to reduce the chance of them disengaging from school. 
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• Resource Mobilisation: Study Site M showed a good capacity to mobilise 

resources to help foster the achievement of the young people in town. 
Much of the mobilisation related to accessing existing human and social 
resources, such as those available through using community 
organisations for support in expanding employment options, providing 
mentoring and seeking support to help meet the aspirations of young 
people in the town. The resource mobilisation that occurs at this site is 
reciprocal, with the school providing support to the community and sharing 
its skill base, particularly those of teaching staff. Acknowledging this, there 
is evidence that the mobilisation of resources in the community has waned 
in recent years, due to hardships experienced with the drought and the 
impact of this on the agricultural industry. As well, some new residents into 
the town are viewed by many as less active contributors in the town, 
thereby diminishing capacity for resource mobilisation. Study Site M 
continues to work to respond to the needs of the younger population, and 
to mobilise existing resources to support different educational options for 
students. 

 
• ‘Asking Why?’: There is a clear and overtly stated expectation at Study 

Site M that students will achieve and do well as part of their involvement at 
the school and in the community. This has been a critical factor in this 
domain which requires the school and the community to ‘Ask Why’ 
inequities (in student outcomes) exist and to put in place response 
strategies to address these. Inequalities relating to education access (that 
are common to rural locations) have been addressed through the use of 
technologies, while increased educational on-site options have been put in 
place through the provision of VET and VCAL and measures such as work 
placement with community.  Good community links mean that 
apprenticeship options are supported, and, wherever possible, pursued 
from within the community. The expectation from both the school and the 
community regarding educational attainment has had an impact on uptake 
and outcomes across the study site.  

 
• Links with Others: Study Site M has long established, strong networks in 

place with the local community that capitalise on the resources (including 
human and other resources) in the town to support young people and their 
educational outcomes and aspirations. The identified strength of these 
links was that they were assessed, by all participant groups involved in 
data collection, to be reciprocal. This significantly enhanced the benefit 
that these links provided as all parties were able to conceptualise the 
benefits of connection through the lens of their own place within the 
community. While there is some suggestion that the profile of the 
community and the study site (new residents, aging population) may be 
altering, the strength and importance of existing connections was not 
assessed as having altered at the time of data collection. Assuming 
maintenance of existing levels of leadership, participation and resource 
mobilisation, there was no evidence provided to indicate that these links 
would not be sustained for the benefit of the school and the greater 
community. 
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• Role of Outside Agents: There are well established and strong 
connections with a small number of outside agents at this study site. The 
central connects are with education, employment and training support 
agencies who are involved with the school to help support the educational 
and employment needs and aspirations of the town’s young people (eg 
LLEN & related programs). There has been some sustained network 
building undertaken by the study site to access the resources available 
within its local community and create an enhanced role for outside agents. 
There are clearly limits to the number and breadth of outside agents that 
are being accessed in Study Site M. The extent to which this is an access 
issue and/or an issue around the need to expand networks and explore 
available service options remains unclear. There is, none-the-less 
evidence that the school and the community have, within the framework of 
accessible services, been proactive in seeking out options, and managing 
to optimise access to, and availability of, service options for young people 
within the community.  

 
• Program Planning and Development with Community: There is 

evidence that there is program planning and development with community 
at a range of levels at this study site. Formally it occurs through 
involvement in the school Council providing a means through which 
parents and community members are able to proactively plan for 
implementation of programs and strategies. Informally, it occurs through 
the partnership activities in place with local community members, 
agencies, organisations and businesses. Commitment to education, and 
achieving good outcomes, is seen as important within the community and 
this is evident in the parental support that is afforded the school. There 
was capacity identified for a greater level of formalisation of program 
planning and development with community processes. However the 
current model provides a good structure from which to develop and 
expand the roles and responsibilities of the school into the broader 
community.   

 
The Figure provided overleaf maps the outcomes across each of the nine 
domains for this study site. It enables the reader to capture, at a glanced, the 
strengths in place at the study site in relation to human, social and product capital 
as well as the areas that need to be focused on for capacity building into the 
future.  
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    PARTICIPATION: 
   :   

Employees, community  
Organisations, local   
government, parents. 
Reciprocity. 
 

    Challenges: 
Maintaining community 
Interest in school. 
 

    

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE: 
:   
Some structured joint school-community 
Activities; community pride in school; 
strong parental commitment to the 
school and involvement with its physical 
environment; use by community.   
        
Challenges: 
Further encouraging the links between 
the school and the community through 
the physical environment of the school. 
 
Strategies: 

• Encouraging more joint 
school-community activities;  

• Use of school grounds 
facilities. 

PROBLEM ASSESSMENT: 
:   
 VET, VCAL options. 
community support for young 
people – work, 
encouragement.     
     
Challenges: 
Commitment of ‘new’  
residents to address 
problems as a community 
unit. Lack of  
services, binge drinking. 
 
Strategies: 

• Utilise the strong 
Leadership and 
participation 
domains evident in 
this town to 
address problems 
and to foster close 
community links 
with new residents. 

ABILITY TO ‘ASK WHY?’: 
:   
 Wide ranging options at school: 
educational and vocational; 
videoconferencing to keep 
students engaged and interested 
at school; Community supportive 
of young people and school 
towards changing curriculum of 
schools          
 
Challenges: 
Capacity to meet the needs of all 
students, including those with 
different educational needs.  
 
Strategies: 

• Continuing to develop 
and maintain the 
support of the 
community towards 
youth inequalities, 
through the school. 

RESOURCE 
MOBILISATION:        
:   
Resources available 
between school and 
community through 
involvement with: 
community 
organisations, the wider 
community. Community 
Encourages young people.   
        
Challenges: 
Ageing population reduces 
the opportunities and 
resources available in the 
community. 
 
Strategies: 

• Proactive 
identification of 
resources in school 
and in the community 
to strengthen 
resource base. 

LINKS TO OTHERS: 
:   
School and community 
organisations,  economic  local 
community members and 
business owners, parent 
networks.        
 
Challenges: 
To ensure that the good school-
community links continue, 
especially as the demographic of 
the township is changing.    
 
Strategies: 
Refer to Section 5 of this report 
for information relating to 
program options for enhancing 
community links 
 
 
 
 

ROLE OF OUTSIDE 
AGENTS: 
:   
LLEN, MIPS, Group 
Training Company, 
Council.    
       
Challenges: 
Access to services  
outside the region, 
especially counselling 
and welfare services. 
 
Strategies: 
Refer to Section 5 of this 
report for information 
relating to program 
options for enhancing 
links with outside agents 
 
 

PROGRAM PLANNING 
AND DEVELOPMENT 
WITH COMMUNITY: 
:   
Community recognition 
of importance of 
education leading to 
strong parental 
involvement with the 
school; expectation of 
school’s role in 
community;        
   
Challenges: 
Changing population 
demographics. 
 
Strategies: 
Refer to Section 5 of this 
report for information 
relating to program 
options for enhancing 
community management 
skills 
 

                 LEADERSHIP: 
 :   
 Good leaders in school and community;   
 leadership into the community from the school   
 (Green Week; Community Week). Student leaders   

encouraged. Strong community leadership body   
 
Challenges: 
Retaining strong leadership in the face of a    
changing community. 
 
Strategies: 

Refer to Section 5 of this report for information 
relating to program options for enhancing 
leadership in community managing diversity 
 

 
Figure 17:Study Site M Map 
Community Capacity Domains 
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3.8 Study Site N 
The town that houses Study Site N is a regional centre in Victoria which has been 
assessed as being Moderately Accessible under the rurality indices used for this 
study. It is a location characterised by an ageing population, low income levels 
and high rates of unemployment. The social and human capital indicators for this 
location were assessed as comparable to, and across some indicators, rated 
above, those for the rest of Victoria. The town itself has the largest population 
base of those included in this research study. The following sub section provides 
a detailed analysis of the findings for this study site for each of the capacity 
domains inherent to the research model.   

Domain 1 – Participation  
The evidence collected specific to the domain of participation, when analysed, 
found moderate to low levels of reciprocal participation between the school and 
the community. The feedback received following interviews/focus groups across 
participating groups identified instances where the school has started to establish 
connections with the wider community, but also found that this has not 
consistently occurred. The rating measure applied across the data collected 
about ‘participation’ in Study Site N indicated that there were approximately 50% 
of instances which could be assessed as representing examples of good school-
community connections and 50% where this was found not to be occurring. 
Based on the overall assessment of the data for Study Site N, the rating allocated 
on the domain of participation is 1.5.  
 
There is evidence that the school has, in recent years, been actively seeking to 
establish stronger participatory links with the broader community. While there are 
instances in which there is active participation with the school, the existing 
participatory links are neither embedded as integral to the functioning of the 
community nor reciprocal (measured by the extent to which the community views 
the school as integral to its functioning, or vice versa). The following statements 
capture the extent to which this is considered an issue at this study site: 

 
We haven’t been able to inspire the community and the parents to value 
the school. 

(school staff) 
 

Sometimes we have sausage sizzles at the start of the year to meet 
staff and families. Hardly anyone goes.  

(school staff) 
 

A lot of families don’t appreciate school and have no involvement in the 
school. 

(school staff) 
 

The school is important but it is not to the general community. 
 (student) 

 

The community doesn’t value education highly. 
 (school staff) 

 

There’s no encouragement from the community. You have to (as a 
student) be self-motivated, either from your parents or you rely on 
yourself to get where you want to. 

 (student) 
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A clear message from this data is that, over time, a level of disconnection has 
occurred between the study site and the broader community. The reasons 
provided for this disconnect stemmed, in the main, from three factors. The first 
relates to historical perceptions about the school that are held by the community. 
The second relates to a view that there is a lack of a proactive strategy among 
key stakeholders to build connections and to work to address key issues for 
young people, both at the study site and within the broader community in which 
Study Site N is housed. The third relates to views around the impact of socio-
economic disadvantage across the broader community. 
 
The issue of historical perceptions about the poor reputation of the school was 
identified as having an ongoing impact at this study site. In the past, it was 
assessed by study participants, the school’s reputation has not been a 
particularly good one and this appears to have had a detrimental effect on 
building current connections with community: 

 
There’s a strong perception in the community that this school has had 
issues and that kids weren’t doing very well. 

 (school staff) 
 
This historical view appears to have been maintained despite the fact that the 
available evidence (as can be identified in outcome data for this school) shows an 
improvement in overall exit destinations for young people at the study site: 

 
There’s a perception that the school doesn’t do very well….but the 
school data shows it’s changing and the current principal is trying hard 
to effect this change.  

(school staff) 
 

there is some difference (between this school and private school) the 
standards are not so good here and haven’t been in the past – in terms 
of values and manners and motivation.  

(community member) 
 

 
Although, there was also acknowledgement that the school is working hard 
to address these views and to instigate a change in perceptions in order to 
enhance connection with community: 
 

The school’s reputation hasn’t been fantastic but we can see what 
they’re trying to do to turn it around. 

(community member) 
 

In regard to the community working together to put in place a proactive strategy 
to better address the needs of young people at this study site, it was assessed by 
research participants that many organisations and businesses within the 
community were not actively seeking to engage with Study Site N on youth 
specific issues, nor was there a broader strategy in place on youth issues – 
including issues relating to employment, individual aspirations and educational 
outcomes. 
 
For example, local Council was not assessed, by the majority of participants, as 
supportive of working in a proactive way to support youth at Study Site N, or in 
the larger community:   
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We are living in a community where the Shire hasn’t got a youth 
strategy and hasn’t done one in a long time…youth isn’t on their 
agenda – they are more focused with the droughts and floods and fire 
but they forget about the kids and I don’t think the Shire does enough – 
they should have kids doing school based apprenticeships or work 
placements and they don’t currently have anything. 

(community member) 
 
The limited options offered by some parts of the business sector within the 
community were also viewed as part of limited proactive planning to meet the 
needs of youth: 
 

Tradespeople are not taking on any apprenticeships and can’t be 
bothered to put on another person. 

(school staff) 
 
This situation, linked to low levels of school-community participation, was found to 
create a direct impact on the capacity of the school to maximise a response 
strategy likely to enhance and build individual aspirations: 
 

I am concerned that the community doesn’t value the school or connect 
with it… You can see that in aspirations (of the students). 

(school staff) 
 
The issue of conflict between young people and the police at this study site was 
also raised as having potential to further alienate young people in the community, 
and through this, limit their connection with community. This was viewed as 
having potential to impact on their longer term educational outcomes and 
individual aspirations.  
 
The lack of a proactive strategy for young people is closely associated with the 
third issue identified as impacting on young people at the study site. The 
demographic profile for the town in which the study site is located, as detailed in 
Section 2 of this report, has mapped a location that is at significant socio-
economic disadvantage, has an ageing population, high unemployment and 
poverty. This is not unique to this site within the framework of this research 
project, but is an issue that, at this site, was assessed as having a significant 
impact on participation and connection within the community. 
 
Statements such as the following clearly illustrate this view of disadvantage as a 
disincentive to achieving enhanced outcomes for the community: 
  

There are no big opportunities in town and (name of town) as a 
community has stayed stagnant for a long time. 

(community member) 
 
We’ve lost a lot of industries with each closing industry leaving 
unemployed people and social and financial and depression. 

(community member) 
 
 Demographically the population is diminishing. The school population 
 has diminished over the past 5 years. This is a reflection of an ageing 
 community and outward (population) movement. 

 (school staff) 
 
In regard to the domain of participation, these factors were viewed as creating 
barriers to interaction and networking across the community and as significant in 
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limiting the capacity of the study site to build a culture of reciprocal participation 
and joint problem analysis and resolution.  
 
Acknowledging these issues, and the impacts that they are having at this study 
site, it is important to identify that there was also data collected that mapped a 
commitment, from a number of individuals and groups within Study Site N, to 
building connection through enhancing participation between school and 
community. 
 
The types of strategies used were focused on both the introduction of social 
functions (such as the sausage sizzle) and on adopting a proactive stance that 
sought to create personalised links with the community:  
  

Parents here want to be involved, they appreciate calls from teachers.  
(school staff) 

 
 The school council is increasingly aware – last year one person on the 
council rang every parent to say hello and get them interested and 
aware (of the school). 

 (school staff) 
 
These strategies were assessed as having made inroads into achieving better 
connections with parents (and the community in the school): 
 

 Attendance at parent-teacher interviews is increasing each year. This 
year there were too many attendees and we found we could not see 
them all. 

 (school staff) 
 
Interactions between the school and the community is very limited but 
this year we are trying to improve communication and interaction with 
the community. 

 (student) 

Other examples provided of Study Site N successfully developing participatory 
activities with the community were identified in the ability to draw upon support 
from key community agencies. For example, local businesses have been 
supportive of the young people in the town by providing work to special needs 
students. The local mining industry has also been identified as actively 
participating in enhancing employment opportunities for students from the school 
by offering apprenticeships, providing the opportunity for science and chemistry 
students to visit the mine, and offering community grants to students.  Other 
organisations in town have also been working closely with the study site to 
address needs and create connections with the school. These have included 
agencies offering counselling and support to young people (We have a strong 
relationship with Community Health) and community groups such as the service 
clubs and the State Emergency Services providing support, advice and 
information to students at the school. Student art work has been displayed at the 
community gallery and past students come back to the school to talk with 
students.   
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Despite this, there is still a generally held view by some that the school has not 
maximised the potential to enhance participation and connection with community 
and, through this, increase opportunity for young people at the school:  

 
 We probably don’t utilise community things enough in the school. 

 (school staff) 
 
 We don’t invite the community into the school much and vice versa – if 
 you work with community bodies you expose kids to greater 
opportunities, and they’re able to see the kids as well. 

 (school staff) 
  

It was suggested that the strengthening of connection between the school and 
local businesses could be achieved through greater communication and open 
discussion about what skills employers would like the students to have when 
entering the workforce: 

 
The business community could talk more with schools about what they 
need as employees and schools need to do more with preparing kids 
for employment. 

 (school staff) 
 
If the school and the kids are serious about work then they need to do 
something about it such as preparing kids for interviews or teaching 
them the skills at school as they aren’t getting it at home. 

(community member) 
 
These insights provide further indicators of the need to build connection with 
community in order to maximise education and employment options for young 
people at the study site, and also to provide students with the type of foundational 
reciprocal connection that the literature, and the findings in relation to other study 
sites for this research, have shown to be pivotal in both building, and meeting, the 
aspirations of students.. 
 
The data for the domain of participation highlights two key things in relation to this 
study site. Firstly participation is occurring across a range of activities, and with a 
number of community members, groups and organisations. This is a positive 
development and is an area that needs to expand and strengthen to improve the 
overall outcome for this domain. The second issue relates to the fact that, until 
the level of participation is more firmly embedded in the structure and function of 
the community, then partnership for change, based on a reciprocal participatory 
relationship is unlikely to reach greater levels of maturity. This is a critical area for 
consideration given the literature evidence clearly identifying the role of 
participatory partnership in enhanced student outcomes (Kilpatrick et al., 2003). 
 

Domain 2 - Leadership 
In Study Site N, although there is evidence of leadership within the school, and to 
a lesser extent, within the community, there were few examples provided where 
leadership approaches and activities were found to have generated active 
participation and engagement between the school and the community. Based 
upon the review of information about leadership for Study Site N, the site receives 
a rating for leadership of 2. 
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Within the school, and amongst the teachers, it was assessed from feedback that 
there is a combined/shared model of leadership in place that has been 
implemented by the principal, and which has received overall support from 
teaching staff:  
 

I like the way the principal does it – he gets opinions and input from 
people. 

 (school staff) 
 
The school has seen big changes since the current principal started – 
the school was floundering before that. 

 (school staff) 
 
This shared model of leadership is, in the main, considered to be fair, with some 
capacity for improvement (It’s not perfect, but on the whole I think it works okay - 
Our leadership team is very fair; it could be a bit stronger, but it’s easier said than 
done). There is an overall sense however that positive change is occurring in the 
leadership body at the school and that this has capacity to enhance outcomes in 
regard to a range of associated factors, including building stronger links with 
community (There’s a new model this year - Putting strategic people in positions 
to get things done). 
 
The importance of good leadership for school management, for program and staff 
development and for the enhancement of links with community was consistently 
articulated by study participants, as was the view that the study site has benefited 
from a move toward a stronger leadership framework in recent times. 
 
It was noted however that the capacity to maintain momentum and to maximise 
the potential benefits of good leadership was likely to be influenced, in the longer 
term, by a number of other factors relevant across the study site. These include 
school staff retirements, the difficulty of recruiting teachers to the country, and of 
attracting young staff to the school. Teachers coming through the Teach for 
Australia program were seen as a positive contribution to the school and to 
leadership within in (They’re very good young people. They have good attitudes 
and enthusiasm. They’re clever and switched on). 
 
In parallel to an identified need for good staff leadership to maximise the potential 
for the school to plan into the future and maximise successful outcomes across a 
range of areas, including students in achieving individual aspirations, there was 
consistent support for building momentum and strength in student leadership 
across Study Site N. Student leadership was identified as an effective mechanism 
through which to enhance student activity, connections and outcomes within the 
school, and to help develop skills and capacity among the student body: 

 
We are putting increased emphasis on students being leaders and 
taking responsibility, like our Ambassadors Program, and the 
restructuring of the SRC, which was suggested by a student and shows 
tremendous leadership. 

 (school staff) 
 
The SRC has altered for the better in the last 12 months and was driven 
by one student after lots of work and thinking about what SRC means 
and should be. 

(school staff) 
 

     The Com
m

unity Voice  



 

 143 

We have good student leaders at the school and we have changed the 
SRC…students are taking on responsibility for what happens in the 
school. (The SRC) is truly representative and has political clout; it’s not 
just organising the social. 

(school staff) 
 
Building capacity in student leadership was also identified as a mechanism 
through which to create better connections with the wider community – an 
important area for capacity development at this study site.   
 
The Ambassadors Program at the school (a new initiative at the study site), 
provides a tangible illustration of how student leadership is able to be an enabler 
for change in community/school interaction and connection. The program starts in 
Year 9 and students apply to participate in the program. Involvement requires 
students to play an active role as ambassadors for the school (they run school 
tours) and act as student ambassadors in the community for various events and 
functions (the kids attend ceremonies in the community, do presentations, help 
the primary school with their school sports). This has been positively received in 
the school community (It’s in its second year now and it’s great!). 
 
This data maps a reasonable level of capacity in leadership – both in regard to 
staff and in terms of building leadership skills for students. 
 
In terms of leadership in the community in which Study Site N is housed, the 
feedback provided from study participants was variable. The scope of leadership 
activity across the larger community was identified as resting with a small number 
of key individuals taking central roles across a range of areas (Leaders often 
have hats in two or three different spots – that’s inevitable in a small community).  
 
A few community leaders were identified who were of particular relevance 
because they were assessed as adopting leadership approaches likely to build 
connection between Study Site N and the broader community AND as having the 
capacity, through the mechanism of leadership, to enhance educational and 
employment outcomes for young people.  
 
An important community leader identified during data collection was a manager in 
the local mining industry. He was assessed as being aware of the needs of the 
school, and of the community, while understanding the interrelationship between 
the two:  
 

In the community the (man at the mine) is a real leader – he’s 
supportive of the schools and the mine tries to keep the community 
happy and they do a good job. 

(community member) 
 
The LLEN at this location was also identified as a key stakeholder in regard to 
building leadership capacity within the community and in understanding the need 
to enhance the potential of community through building partnerships and 
strengthening leadership capacity across a range of levels: 
 

The board at LLEN – it develops strategies and has established a 
strategic plan and formed partnerships with the Rotary club to develop 
a leadership program with them and for the young people. 

(school staff) 
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There were concerns raised around the constancy of the LLEN in driving change 
through leadership and a level of criticism from study participants around the lack 
of leadership provided from local council. This criticism was specific to the impact 
of this on options for young people at Study Site N, and in the wider community:  
  

 Local government shows not too much leadership. 
 (community member) 

  
For youth there isn’t a lot of leadership. The school probably didn’t put 
its hand up enough and the LLEN have backed off a bit in recent times 
and Shire has other things to worry about. I think the town has missed 
that – having a youth worker in the shire and looking at the gaps. 

(school staff) 
 
These concerns highlight the importance of leadership in driving change and 
direction for young people and the need for the wider community to specifically 
address this issue to overcome existing barriers to addressing an important 
longer term need at this location. 
 
While the data specific to Study Site N did identify good development of 
leadership potential of young people at this Site and a strengthening of school 
leadership among staff, as well as some examples of leadership within the 
community, the level of reciprocal leadership activity between the school and 
community remains low. It is in this area that there needs to be the development 
of stronger connection into the future. The building of leadership skills at the 
school is the first step toward achieving this goal and ensuring there is a 
mechanism in place to drive a broader change agenda. This is particularly 
important given the role of leadership is supporting students in setting aspirational 
goals and in working to achieve them. 

Domain 3 – Organisational Structure 
The evidence from the data collected for Study Site N suggests that there are 
only minimal structures in place to bring the school and the community together 
for activities – although there have been some developments in the recent 12 to 
24 months, initiated by the school – to develop and encourage greater parent 
interaction with the school.  While this is an important developmental process, 
there is still work to be done to centralise the organisational structure 
(building/facility) of the school as a mechanism through which to build interaction 
with community through joint activities and purposes. Consequently, on this 
domain, Study Site N receives a rating of 1.5. 
 
The use of the organisational structure of the school as a mechanism to build 
interaction between the school and the community is a critical starting point for 
enhancing connection between school and community. This involves using the 
‘hardware’ of location to drive a commitment to educational outcomes for young 
people through the ‘software’ of interaction. It provides a common point through 
which to help ‘make it clear in the community that the school is an important 
infrastructure of community’. 
 
An analysis of data relating to this domain does provide evidence that the 
organisational structure has been used to foster some joint activities between 
school and community. These include involvement between the school and 
service clubs (Rotary and Lions Clubs), Community Health running programmes 
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within the school and the school running activities such as presentation nights at 
the school. 
 
Additionally, over the last two years, the school has been proactive in getting 
more people to come into the school through a planned and structured process to 
improve school - community relations – especially with the parents of students at 
the school. This strategy has been effective in beginning the process of shifting 
perceptions around the place of the school as a point for building connection and 
a location where people are able to network, share ideas and develop a common 
goal in relation to young people and their needs. The types of strategies used 
include, as discussed previously, school council members telephoning individual 
parents and encouraging parents to attend parent teacher interviews. The shift 
that is beginning to occur is identified in comments such as: 
 

It comes from more school involvement: invitations, barbeques. The 
strategy has been to get more people into the school. 

(school staff) 
 
We run a parent group meeting one evening each term.  

(school staff) 
 

We’ve come from a position where the school was treated with 
contempt to a point where we are now respected for what we’re doing - 
to a certain degree. 

 (school staff) 
 
The school had a slump but the current principal is turning it around. 

(school staff) 
 

There was a consistent assessment made by community based participants to 
the interview process that: the school’s trying – they are trying.   
 
While there are positive examples of improved organisational structures within 
Study Site N, there were still gaps as observed and a view that more work 
needed to be undertaken in order to cement the progress made to this point:    
 

Interaction between the school and the community is very limited. 
(community member)   

The parent-school relationship is probably not the best. 
 (community member) 

 
The domain of organisational structure is one that takes a significant time to 
embed within the fabric of community. It requires a shift in which community 
participants begin to see the organisational structure of the school as a meeting 
point or ‘hub’ for different groups and organisations to come together for joint 
activity. Further, it requires that, in the process of this occurring, interactions take 
place enabling the development of common goals – in this case the goals of 
enhancing options for young people and developing strategies to maximise the 
capacity for them to achieve their aspirations within the framework of their 
community. While there is evidence that the school is starting to be seen as an 
organisational basis for parents, the broader links between the school and the 
wider community need to be stronger. At this point, while the school strategies for 
engagement are recognised as positive ones, there is limited indication that the 
infrastructure is providing the mechanism through which to achieve embedded 
change.   
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Domain 4 – Problem Assessment 
Data collected from Study Site N indicates an awareness and identification of a 
number of problems that are impacting on both educational/vocational outcomes 
and the aspirations of young people in the study community. These are 
underpinned by issues of socio-economic disadvantage, levels of poverty, limited 
employment opportunity and rurality. While there has been some work 
undertaken to attempt to address these, there was limited evidence collected that 
indicated that a combined approach, involving both school and community, was 
being applied to problem assessment and response. Study Site N’s rating for this 
domain, based on the responses gathered for this Problem Assessment domain, 
is 1.5.  
 
Problem assessment is characterised by an ability to identify the nature and 
impact of a particular problem, to assess the causal factors behind it and to put in 
place a response strategy to address it. From the perspective of community 
capacity building, it requires that this happen as a partnership within community 
(both the study site community and the broader community in which it is housed). 
Study Site N itself has been proactive in identifying and assessing problems that 
were impacting on its capacity to connect with community and has put in 
strategies to address this. This is an important start in moving toward joint 
problem assessment and response. Work has been undertaken to address 
issues such as school reputation and low levels of reciprocal connection with 
parents, as discussed under the domains of Participation and Leadership. This 
work is likely to enhance the capacity for joint problem assessment into the future.  
 
The socio-economic indicators that characterise this site underpin a significant 
problem for Study Site N in terms of the nature and scope of the opportunities 
made available for students. While the indicators of disadvantage that are present 
for this community, and as an extension of this, this study site (refer to Section 2 
for a specific breakdown of these) are not unique, and have characterised all 
sites involved in this research project, they appear to be having a significantly 
greater impact on community perceptions around opportunity at this study site 
than at all other study sites.  
 
Interview feedback depicted a level of disquiet around longer term employment 
and educational opportunity, particularly for young people. There was a sense 
that the community had experienced a number of setbacks over the last 20 years, 
exacerbated by local business and industry closures and shutdowns leading to 
job losses and unemployment: 

 
(Name of town) is a low socioeconomic, disadvantaged town. You get a 
strong sense of that when you are dealing with kids with social issues.  

(school staff) 
 

A decreasing population goes hand in hand with a decreasingly robust 
economy that leads to less money rotating through it. 

(community member) 
 
(A large manufacturer) closed and everybody lost the carpentry jobs, 
the mills closed and people got laid off. (another large employer) now 
has closed so there’s only the mines or the meatworks basically, for a 
decent paying job. 

(community member) 
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While Study Site N is not housed in the most rural of the sites examined as part 
of this research project, the level of rural isolation was consistently assessed as 
creating barriers to opportunity and outcomes for young people from Study Site N. 
 

We are remote and distant from major towns. Some kids wonder what 
opportunities there will be for them. 

(community member) 
 
Small rural communities are always a bit isolated and hard done by.  

(community member) 
 
It’s a small rural town so things are limited. 

(community member) 
 
There are greater opportunities in Study Site K township and even better 
in (the larger regional towns) or even Melbourne. 

(community member) 
 
Study Site N has shown a capacity to identify the implications of these issues and 
to put in place responses to them. In a clear process of problem assessment, 
Study Site N has identified that the previous focus on educational attainment 
through VCE was not meeting the broader needs of the student cohort, nor of the 
community, and has put in place educational alternatives to attempt to mitigate 
this situation. The site has proactively worked to respond to the aspirations of 
students who are not seeking higher education options through the introduction of 
VCAL and VET programs:  
 

We’ve modified the school – tech centre, VCAL, VET, VCE and we’re 
working as a cluster with (another school) so we can keep this available. 
On our own we couldn’t do it. 

(school staff) 
 
The introduction of diversity into the curriculum involved the establishment of 
connections with a range of organisations to support work placements and school 
based apprenticeships. This was assessed as having had a positive impact on 
improving opportunity and student engagement at the study site within the 
framework of community connection: 
 

We have been decreasing in numbers over the past few years but I think 
that’s stabilising; being positive in term of community awareness and also 
through the LLEN (and Group Training) has helped. 

(school staff) 
 
The literature evidence (Henderson & Mapp, 2002) has highlighted the capacity 
of community links, through involvement in enhancing options for young people to 
achieve individual aspirations, to decrease the impacts of socio-economic 
disadvantage, particularly in rural locations. This is an area with potential for 
further development to maximise the capacity for improved outcomes across a 
range of domains at this study site. 
 
However, at this point, feedback during data collection identified that there 
remains a significant amount of work to be undertaken to improve community 
commitment to joint problem assessment and response on issues related to the  
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educational and employment needs of young people at the study site:  
 

There are some community agencies that are working well with the 
schools and trying to assist….but when you are looking at employment 
a lot more can actually be done. 

(youth worker) 
 
More needs to be done with registered training organisations with doing 
more courses and pre apprenticeships. Study Site N’s young people 
have to go to Ballarat or Horsham to do a pre-apprenticeship – it’s 
unattainable. 

(youth worker) 
 
There are services but the services need to step up a bit. 

(school staff) 
 
In other, smaller places, industry and tradespeople will give kids a go, 
even if the kid is a bit of a ratbag someone will give them a go but here 
it is different. The VCAL kids get a go in a structured workplace but the 
early school leavers are pretty forgotten and because there are no jobs, 
there’s nothing to do.  

(school staff) 
 

This is an area for which a specific strategy needs to be developed aimed at 
building stronger connections between Study Site N and key organisations and 
businesses within the community, so that a culture of joint problem assessment 
can be built. 
 
A final point of consideration on problem assessment relates to a range of issues 
that were identified and that, while not specific to the scope of the research study, 
are likely to impact on young people at Study Site N. The fact that these issues 
are considered to be having such an impact on the fabric of community at this site 
highlights the importance of community connection - particularly for working with 
problems likely to impact on both educational/vocational outcomes and on the 
aspirations of young people into the longer term.  
 

The key issues raised include: 
 

• Bullying. This was an issue that was raised by a number of participants 
from across the groups involved in data collection. It was linked 
specifically to the school experience and was assessed as impacting on 
levels of student disengagement: 

 

o Bullying. It’s a problem everywhere but its how quickly you get 
on top of it… and there’s a knock on effect that if one student’s 
had a bad experience they share that with others and then they 
all don’t go [to school]. 

(community member) 
 

• Underage Drinking. This issue is not unique to this study Site and was, in 
fact, raised across the majority of study sites during data collection for this 
research. For Study Site N, and the community in which it is housed 
however, the issue of under aged drinking was overtly linked with drug 
usage, the development of anti – social behaviour and disconnection from 
community, including the school community:  

 

o There is underage drinking and drug taking and that goes on in 
these young people. 

(community member) 
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o Some of the young people in the community …as soon as they 
get money they blow it on ‘grow’ and (begin) vandalising and 
become antisocial. 

(community member) 
 

 

• Lack of Recreational Options. The availability of recreational opportunities 
outside of sport was another issue that was consistently identified across 
study sites involved in this research. It is, as with under aged drinking, a 
common issue for rural locations. At this site the same trend was identified, 
however it was also linked to the development of anti-social behaviour and 
disconnection from community: 

 

o There used to be a thing at the stadium you used to do rock 
climbing and swimming and that sort of things every second or 
third Friday – I used to think that was good, but it’s not running 
anymore. 

(student) 
o If there were more movies and shops here it might lead to less 

vandalism. 
(student) 

o There are lots of sporting services and facilities but as far as 
anything else, it’s tough. 

(community member) 
 

The overall health and well being of the Study Site N community (school and 
broader) would benefit from a community driven response strategy to these 
issues. It should be one that involves Study Site N and key organisations, 
businesses and agencies and, through the adoption of a structured partnership 
approach, would ensure an increase in the capacity for enhanced problem 
assessment across a broad range of community issues. 

Domain 5 – Resource Mobilisation 
In regard to this domain data analysis has identified examples of where the 
school and the community worked together to mobilise resources to respond to 
the needs of young people. Study Site N has worked to identify potential 
resources and to mobilise these to enhance their capacity to meet the range of 
needs identified across their student cohort. However the level of resource 
mobilisation was limited both in regard to the range of resources accessed by the 
study site and also in regard to the level of reciprocity in place for resource 
mobilisation between the two communities (school and broader).  Based on the 
data collected for this domain, Study Site N receives a rating measure of 1.5 for 
Resource Mobilisation.  
 
Study Site N was found to have in place a number of strategies to mobilise 
resources within the community, and within the school, to maximise their capacity 
to tailor program responses to the needs of students.  
 
The school has developed relationships with the key youth-based organisations 
in the town, including the LLEN and the Group Training Company (the GTC and 
the school talk frequently and work together to track where the kids are going). 
The school accesses the resources of the community health agency and has 
negotiated with service agencies and groups such as the CFA and the State 
Emergency Service to work with young people in a range of ways. The type of 
resource support these groups provides includes information sharing, the 
provision of advice and support and program delivery on key issues relevant to 
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the school community. In addition to meeting a specific need, this type of 
resource mobilisation provides a benefit in that it facilitates and strengthens 
networking and partnership building within and across the community. Study Site 
N has also worked to mobilise local resources through establishing work 
placement options with community based businesses. Other mobilisation has 
occurred through the mechanism of educational tours of workplaces and through 
the provision of part time work options for students.   
 
These are all good strategies and reflective of a capacity to mobilise the 
resources of the community to enhance options for young people. This has 
benefits in maximising opportunity, particularly vocational opportunity, supporting 
student ongoing engagement with the study site and, also, in providing the type of 
connections likely to help young people to achieve their aspirations, through 
better community connections and a range of diverse experiences.  
 
Acknowledging this, there was data collected that identified that the process of 
resource mobilisation was something that was still in the early stages of 
development. Interactions between the school and the community were assessed 
as still needing to be consolidated in order to maximise access to resources and 
to the range of resource options available to young people from Study Site N. 
 
This assessment is supported by the following representative sample of 
statements relating to this issue: 
 

Links with the community are still just developing and we are trying to 
do more to create connections that will be beneficial.  

(school staff) 
 
We have good links but we don’t do something with them all the time – 
we probably don’t utilise community things enough in the school. 

(school staff) 
 
Working with the community more would probably open up more 
opportunities and would help to overcome some of the barriers we 
sometimes come up against – especially in getting connections with 
groups and with employment bodies. 

(school staff) 
 
The connection between the school and the business community is not 
strong enough. I don’t think the community does enough…I don’t know 
whether everybody’s too busy to do things for each other or whatever.   

(community member) 
 
The capacity to maximise resource mobilisation at this site was also assessed by 
participants as being limited by socio-economic disadvantage in that, even where 
links are in place, the options for accessing community resources is limited by 
availability issues. For example, students wishing to undertake work placements 
are not always able to do so as there are not the opportunities available in the 
immediate town and the opportunities that are available in other towns (say for 
work placements) are complicated by travel and distance issues. The extent to 
which limited accessibility might be mitigated by stronger partnership within the 
community itself (thereby potentially increasing access to currently unknown or 
untapped resources within the Study Site N community) was not tested as part of 
this research study. 
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The resource mobilisation issue was found to be particularly problematic in 
regard to building links with local Council, who were assessed as being a 
potential resource but one that could not be mobilised due to their focus on 
issues other than the needs of young people. The perceptions relating to local 
Council have already been raised under various domains relating to this study 
site need to be reiterated here to highlight the view amongst participants that 
local Council is potential resource base that remains disconnected from Study 
Site N. This assessment was also made in regard to a number of local 
businesses and their currently untapped potential for working to meet the needs 
of young people, and support them in achieving their aspirational goals.  Included 
in this assessment were Registered Training Organisations and the local TAFE.   
 
The educational and training options available through TAFE were assessed as 
being only minimally feasible because programs are run on a model of financial 
viability which means program do not run unless there are sufficient numbers of 
participants (and is a particular problem in smaller towns). Examples of 
participant views relating to the council, business and TAFE are provided below:  
 

You could have some good courses but you can’t do the course if you 
only have 4 – 5 enrolled to do it. It’s limiting. 

(school staff) 
 
I think when you for forget about the kids and you forget about 
economic development you’re going to lose the kids and that’s already 
happening.   

(community member) 
 

 
I  think the work’s there with tradespeople but there are issues with 
OHS and (some) trades people cant’ be bothered to put on another 
person – and when you are one trade person and you put on one 
apprentice you’ve got the apprentice for 4 years. 

(Youth worker) 
 
This feedback highlights the need for work to be undertaken with key groups 
across the Study Site N community to build resource mobilisation. This work 
needs to involve two elements. The first will be to focus on working to maximise 
knowledge of available community resources and, subsequent to this, building 
connections and partnerships to facilitate resource mobilisation and sharing. To 
cement this will require a second fundamental element of change; ensuring that 
resource mobilisation planning has a reciprocal element. While Study Site N 
needs to work at mobilisation of resources with community, this process will be 
enhanced significantly if this relationship is based on mutuality. There are a range 
of ways that businesses, Council and community agencies can benefit through 
mobilisation of school resources. These need to be explored in a parallel process 
to identifying community based resources. Some suggested strategies for 
reciprocity are provided in Section 5 of this report. 
 
Adoption of this approach is pivotal to effective longer term processes of 
reciprocal practice.  
 

     The Com
m

unity Voice  



 

 152 

Domain 6 – ‘Asking Why?’ 
As has been highlighted throughout this analysis for Study Site N, this site is at a 
location experiencing significant socio-economic disadvantage. This situation 
makes the capacity to understand causal factors for inequity (the ‘Asking Why?’) 
particularly important at this site. Without the development of a clear link between 
the causes of inequity and the response strategies put in place to address them, 
the long term benefits of chosen responses are likely to be limited. Study Site N 
has experienced – in the recent past – high levels of student disengagement and 
elevated levels of students leaving school early. There is, however, evidence in 
the data collected for this research that the school is: 1) aware of the causal 
factors behind this disengagement; and, 2) working to improve student 
engagement by offering a wider range of senior school curriculum options and 
longer term career opportunities. Based on the assessment of data for this 
domain, Study Site N receives a rating scale of 2. 
 
Data from Study Site N highlighted that participants to the research, particularly 
those from the broader community, and teaching staff at the site, were aware of 
the need to provide alternatives to traditional study programs. The demographic 
profile for this site, particularly as it relates to educational attainment, identifies a 
site in which there are a large number of individuals who have not pursued either 
higher education or trade level qualifications as the pathway for their career 
development (refer to Section 2 of this report for specific demographic data 
relating to this). The literature evidence made an overt link between levels of 
parental education (and their aspirations) and the subsequent aspirations of their 
children in terms of their own educational goals and interests (Curtis & McMillan, 
2008).  To minimise the potential for disengagement, it is important to offer a 
range of educational options aimed at addressing diverse needs and 
acknowledging the ‘why’ of that disengagement.  
 
To this end the school has put in place a range of strategies, including a 
modification of the technology centre and the establishment of VET and VCAL to 
work in parallel with traditional VCE options. As part of this Study Site N has built 
relationships with key youth-based organisations in the town, including the LLEN, 
the GTC and other community organisations that help to offer greater pathways 
for the youth. 
 
The School also offers a wide variety of camps and excursions for students to 
encourage participation and interest in educational pathways at, and beyond, 
school (In Year 11 we get them (the students) to go on a work experience camp 
in Melbourne so they can see a range of options). The school is actively seeking 
different ways of delivering programs and revisiting the educational options they 
are able to make available to students (We’re constantly reviewing and asking 
questions: Is it working? How could it be better?). 
 
Video conferencing has also recently been installed in the school (although at the 
time of data collection for this research it had not yet been fully integrated within 
the curriculum). Options for distance education to meet the needs of students are 
provided to those whose subject choices are unavailable at the school. 
 
The move to maximise levels of engagement through ‘Asking Why?’ students 
have disengaged, and subsequently seeking to address this through program 
changes, seems, in an initial analysis, to have produced some positive results. 
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This is, evidenced in statements such as:  

 
We have improved over time and our Year 12 numbers have remained 
steady and we are retaining good numbers. 

(school staff) 
 
 
The option of staying and coming away with a VCAL or VCE certificate 
has increased in importance.  

 (school staff) 
 
It was acknowledged that working to enhance opportunity through the 
implementation of alternative strategies and approaches was not without difficulty.  
 
Issues raised by participants during data collection on this included: 
 

• The inability of distance education to provide the type of support to 
students that is available within the on site context:  

 

o Distance education is hard because there’s no one-on-one contact. 
 

• The fact that location and school size continue to result in limited 
educational choices for some students:  

 

o We are a small school – what we can offer in pathways and 
subjects is limited. 

o If we don’t have a certain number of students interested, we can’t 
offer the subject. 

 

This was also raised by students who reinforced this assessment by 
identifying that the choices at school are limited and time tabling to meet 
their individual needs poses difficulties: 
 

o We have lots of clashes in subjects – timetabling is hard. We can’t 
do everything we want.  

 
While the school is working to revisit and revitalise the options available at Study 
Site N, it was acknowledged that there are few measurable strategies currently in 
place for those young people that have already left formal education options or 
are disengaged from school (There are 50 kids floating around the main street).   
 
This factor reinforces the importance of adopting a whole of community approach 
to the issue of ‘Asking Why?’. There is the need for identification of community 
leaders who will work with Study Site N to proactively respond to issues at the 
location. Strategies may include the identification of community champions, a 
stronger level of reciprocal leadership on this issue (involving both the school and 
the community) or using the organisational structure of the school as a catalyst 
for engaging (re-engaging) young people.  
 
Other potential strategies for engagement to support this process can be found in 
Section 5 of this report.  
 
 
Regardless of the chosen response option, this is an issue that requires action. 
As observed by one member of the Study Site N community, a collective 
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approach to dealing with some of these problems (beyond school) is critical in 
order to initiate change:  
 

A lot of early school leavers are hands-on type kids so we need to look 
at programs for these kids and if the Shire’s not putting their hand up as 
the first port of call, how do we expect the community to pick it up? 

(school staff) 
 
Without proactive and targeted action around understanding the ‘why’ of an issue 
and working collectively in problem assessment and response, this issue is likely 
to have limited levels of resolution.  

Domain 7 – Links with Others 
Some social and inter organisational networks have been established in Study 
Site N between the school and the community. Data analysis has highlighted a 
commitment in place at Study Site N to strengthen its relationship with a range of 
community groups and stakeholders. Analysis across each of the domains to this 
point has highlighted and consistently reinforced this commitment, and provided 
evidence of awareness and the crucial importance of links with others to achieve 
change. While this movement for change, driven by Study Site N, is 
acknowledged, there is also evidence that there is still work to be done to build 
and enhance reciprocal connections with parents, groups and communities at this 
site. Based on this assessment, Study Site N’s rating for this “Links with Others” 
domain is 1.5.  
 
Achieving high levels of capacity in terms of ‘Links with Others’ requires not just 
that links be created but that they evolve to shape development processes within 
a community. Within this context, creating links is ultimately only an initial step in 
building the wellbeing of a community, and within this, a school.  Well developed 
reciprocal links provide the foundation from which to build voluntary alliances with 
a shared agenda for change. When these alliances begin to occur across and 
between groups, this represents high levels of relationship maturity between 
schools and community. In regard to achieving enhanced educational outcomes, 
and helping to build the aspirations of young people, strong alliances are 
underpinned by a shared vision and a shared understanding not only of what 
needs to occur, but of why this is important to the community and what strategies 
are likely to enhance the desired outcomes.  
 
There has been a significant amount of work undertaken by Study Site N to build 
the first phase of this linking process – strengthening connections with others with 
whom there had not been strong connections in the past. There was clear 
evidence provided during data collection that there are a number of key networks 
in place. These have been identified repeatedly throughout the analysis for this 
study site and include networks with:  
 

• Parents (work has been done to strengthen these through mechanism 
such as personalised contact and invitations into the school and they 
provide links to the students themselves and their individual and familial 
aspirations). 
 

• Local businesses (whose links support the development of learning and 
career opportunities for students). 
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• Community organisations such as the Lions Club, the fire brigade and the 
SES (whose links support the school and students at the school through 
both sharing knowledge and information but also through providing 
connection to key community groups and individuals, thereby building a 
sense of place for young people). 
 

• Agencies such as the LLEN,  Group Training and Community Health 
(whose links support educational and career aspirations, help address and 
respond to personal issues with the potential to create barriers to 
attainment, and, particularly for disengaged students in town, provide a 
range of options to redress causes of disengagement). 

 
Feedback clearly found these links to be in place and, while having some 
limitations in their development, beginning to strengthen. For full capacity to be 
reached in regard to this domain, these links need to become embedded. They 
are essential to school and student well being and provide the foundation for 
moving toward voluntary alliances and partnerships; a critical element of 
community.  
 
There needs to be work undertaken at Study Site N to strengthen these links 
further so that they are able to move through from links to networks to voluntary 
alliances and community partnership. This is a staged process involving 
progression through a series of steps. These are: 
 

 Links which allow for initial connection, discussion, sharing of ideas, 
sharing of resources. 

 

 Networks which allow for sub groups to meet to discuss specific issues of 
interest to them all. These networks work together to begin to find ways to 
best address particular issues in an organised and systematic way 

 

 Voluntary Alliances and Community Partnerships in which individuals 
and groups voluntarily come together, because of connection built over 
time, to work proactively to bring about change. They are able to develop 
strategies to achieve better outcomes for groups in whom they have a 
vested interest. They work together in whole of community approaches, 
driven by a desire to enhance outcomes for all members of community.  
 

Figure 18 depicts the progress through this from links through to partnership. 
Study Site N has made the first moves toward this type of linkage for community 
change. 
 

Figure 18: Links with others: Moving toward an Alliance for Change 
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Domain 8 – Role of Outside Agents 
In Study Site N, the role of outside agents as a mechanism through which to build 
resource capacity at the school has been variable. There is evidence of links 
existing between the school and agencies in town, indicating a capacity to create 
connections with agents outside of the school community to enhance resource 
options for the school. Fewer links were identified with agents external to the 
immediate community such as those operating at a regional or State wide level. 
 
 This domain requires a capacity among members of a community to understand 
the nature and strengths of other communities and to work with these to 
maximise the benefits they can bring. Study Site N has clearly made some 
inroads into working across a range of communities (business, voluntary, local) to 
enhance opportunity and to support students in achieving their educational and/or 
vocational aspirations. On the basis of this capacity a rating measure of 2 is 
allocated for this domain.  
 
The rurality of the Study Site N location, has some implications in regard to the 
range of outside agents that are able to be accessed by this study site. The site is 
located in a rural town with a small infrastructure. The issue of limited service 
access was raised consistently by participants to the research as having 
implications for the types of resources (human, financial and social) that are able 
to be accessed.  However, despite this assessment, data collection did identify 
opportunities outside of the local community that were used to enhance 
educational options for young people.  
 
These included:  
 

• The connections that had been developed within the school cluster for 
resource sharing. This strategy has successfully increased pathways and 
teaching opportunities for students. 

• Accessing agencies with specialisation in education and training and 
actively encouraging their involvement within the school setting. This type 
of involvement by outside agents allows for the introduction of diversity 
and is a valuable catalyst through which to maximise access to both 
education and employment options. 

• Working with employers outside of the town to access resources (financial 
and work related). This has both immediate and longer term benefits. 

• Accessing funds to support school refurbishment, and to establish 
technology facilities to improve education delivery. These initiatives have 
been instrumental in enabling the expansion of program options, 
particularly in relation to the VET and VCAL streams at the study site. 

• Making connections to support activities such as the cultural exchange 
program which brings resources and cultural experience to the study site.   

 
While there is capacity to make further links to outside agents, the connections 
that have been established show an understanding of: 1) processes for making 
links; and, 2) an acknowledgement of the value that these links bring to the 
educational environment and to improving the capacity of this environment to 
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respond proactively to supporting students to clarify, set and meet individual 
goals. 
 
At the local community level, there were a range of examples provided 
highlighting the ways in which local outside agents have been accessed for work 
placements, apprenticeships, health services and community support.  
 
The analysis that has been undertaken for this site in regard to other domains 
such as  ‘Participation’, ‘Resource Mobilisation’ and ‘Links with Others’ highlights 
that existing links across communities need to be expanded and strengthened. 
 
Consideration should be given to exploring links with external agents such as 
government departments (e.g. DHS, DPCD), non government agencies who 
provide outreach to rural communities and other businesses, both within the local 
community, and outside of it.   
 
Strengthening the school/community interface in order to meet capacity across 
other domains, is also likely to significantly enhance the types of connections that 
can be made with outside agents. This is particularly likely given that data 
collection has shown that the principal and the staff at the site, as well as some of 
the senior students, have the capacity to identify issues and put in place 
strategies to address need.  
 

Domain 9 – Program Planning and Development with Community 
Study Site N, as with all schools, has an embedded process for program planning 
and development with community, through parental involvement on the school 
council and in the planning processes of the school itself. Beyond this, there is a 
commitment from the principal, and from the senior team at the school, to work 
with community to achieve greater levels of involvement than have been in place 
in the past. Acknowledging this, data indicates that there is limited program 
planning and development with community outside of formal council processes. 
Within this context Study Site N receives a rating measure of 1.5 on this domain.  
 
The School Council, as well as the principal and senior staff and students, have 
made an overt commitment to increasing involvement from the community in the 
school. As part of this process a number of strategies have been put in place 
including contacting parents, running social events and providing encouragement 
for the community, particularly parents, to come into the school.  
 
These are all positive developments which, coupled with involvement from 
outside agencies in program delivery at the school does have some impact on 
how the school is managed. Input from the LLEN and placement agencies, as 
well as programs such as school based apprenticeships, work placements and 
the introduction of diverse programs through VET and VCAL will have some 
measure of impact on program planning and development. This is likely to occur 
in regard to subject choice, curriculum planning and class structure to 
accommodate information sessions, mentoring activities and extra curricula 
activities. However, program planning and development with community requires 
an advanced level of involvement. This means that what the community 
understands to be best for their community (and in the case of schools, the 
education of young people) is what shapes how the school is managed. This type 
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of community control relates to governance, to input, and some measure of 
control in decision making, to taking a lead in planning and in direction setting for 
development. While the school council process itself allows for this in a formal 
way, strong school and community connection allows it to happen through an 
informal process built on consensus. In essence, if there is a high level of 
connection with community, decision making happens as an inevitable and logical 
consequence of a shared vision around what is needed in the school community 
and for its members. 
 
It is in this type of connection that community driven action for enhanced 
opportunity for students in the school environment is found. There is insufficient 
evidence that this level of community input into program planning and 
development is occurring at Study Site N. It may develop over time as the 
strategies that have been put in place by key stakeholders at the study site begin 
to have an impact. 
 

3.9 Summary Domain Assessment Study Site N 
Study Site N is the final site for which results are provided across the nine 
capacity domains. This study site achieved variable results in terms of the 
capacity levels measured during data collection. A brief summary of findings 
across each domain is provided below: 
 
 

• Participation: Data from Study Site N has helped identify a location that 
is working to build capacity in regard to participation, against a backdrop 
of poor pre-existing connections between the school and the community. 
This is due to a range of factors including: historical views of the 
reputation and achievements of the school being less than optimum; a 
level of disconnection between families within the community and the 
education system; limited forward planning by local council and by other 
organisations to work with the study site to proactively plan to address 
needs of young people; and, the failure to view the school as a potential 
key conduit for community involvement and connection. There have been 
some important moves in recent times to address this level of disconnect 
and this appears to be building momentum, with connections between the 
community (especially local businesses) starting to improve. Despite 
difficulties identified at this study site in regard to this domain, the school 
and the community have developed a range of activities aimed at 
enhancing interactions and participation into the longer term. These 
include volunteers coming to the school to speak to students on a range of 
issues, the provision of employment options for young people wishing to 
leave school and links with service agencies. These are all positive 
developments toward the building of reciprocal connection between the 
study site and the broader community.  

 
• Leadership: A number of examples of leadership were identified at Study 

Site N. There was a consistent assessment made at this site that the 
leadership at the study site itself was providing a clear direction into the 
future and a sense of where connection with community through 
participation and leadership needed to occur. The view that the principal at 
this study site was an important driver in enhancing connection, and was 

     The Com
m

unity Voice  



 

 159 

providing strategies to achieve this was also consistently expressed. 
There were a number of examples provided of leadership in place in the 
community, as well as assessments that key bodies such as the council 
needed to develop clearer leadership and direction, particularly in regard 
to meeting the needs of young people within the town. In recent times 
there has been an increased emphasis on building leadership among 
students at the study site and in using this as a means through which to 
build connection with the wider community. The study found limited 
evidence that the leadership structure in place at the school and in the 
community has strong reciprocal elements, or is being used collaboratively 
to build connection to enhance/support the aspirations of young people. 
 

• Organisational Structure: There is evidence that the use of 
organisational structure to enhance interactions with community at Study 
Site N has, until recently, been limited. The school has not traditionally 
provided a catalyst for building networks and creating connection across 
groups and communities. There has been some shift in this in recent times 
with greater opportunity for better school-community structures within the 
physical environs of the school. Links with parents of students at the 
school have been encouraged and there have been increasing instances 
of use of the infrastructure to connect with the broader community, and 
organisations within in it. This is a process that is in the developmental 
stages and one likely to continue to grow and strengthen through school-
community based activities in which the physical environs of the school 
generate joint activities and shared goals. 

 
• Problem Assessment: Study Site N is a location with measurable levels 

of socio-economic disadvantage, rurality and limited employment 
opportunity. There is evidence that some of these issues, particularly 
those that occur within the school environs, are being addressed through 
the use of a collaborative approach that taps into, and builds on, existing 
community connections. However, other issues impacting within the 
school, and across the larger community, have not been addressed 
through the application of a structured process of problem assessment 
and strategy implementation. Increased levels of community leadership 
and collaborative problem assessment involving key stakeholders from the 
community and from Study Site N, may help to recognise and better 
address this in the future.  

 
• Resource Mobilisation: There are examples of where the resources in 

Study Site N are being identified and mobilised to achieve greater 
outcomes for young people at the school. However, the approach is being 
hindered somewhat by (a) the school’s inability to fully achieve or integrate 
the community’s resources back into the school, and (b) the reticence of 
community (selected elements within it) to more willingly share the 
resources and skills that it has to enhance opportunity for the young 
people within the town. While change is occurring, and the school is 
playing a role in the facilitation of this, there is more work that needs to be 
done to maximise levels of resource mobilisation. This will be the first step 
toward developing any level of reciprocity for resource mobilisation at this 
study site. Success in this domain is likely to be facilitated by a 
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strengthening across other domains related to building community 
partnership.  

 
• ‘Asking Why?’: Study Site N, through the mechanism of the school 

curriculum, and a range of other vocationally based programs, is trying to 
redress the issues of inequality for students. Running VET & VCAL 
alongside VCE has helped to widen the options for students at school and 
this, together with other programs, has been observed by some to improve 
school retention and completion rates. Despite this, and outside of the 
school, there are still notable problems with disengaged youth and those 
with limited employment options. A holistic approach that comprises 
strong leadership, greater connection across community and a targeted 
response strategy is needed to achieve sustained change and to meet 
identified need. 

 
• Links with Others: There was evidence collected throughout the research 

process that showed a growth in the number and type of social and inter-
organisational links that have developed between the school and the 
community at Study Site N, particularly in recent times. In some instances 
(such as school-parent links) these have received greater focus and 
attention in recent times as part of the recognition of the need to build 
stronger links. There are however a number of instances in Study Site N 
where the links with other organisations and local business and 
tradespeople could be explored and developed further to maximise 
opportunities for students and young people in the town. It is critical that 
these initial links mature to a point where they represent stronger alliances 
and partnerships jointly committed to achieving change for young people. 
From a community development perspective, this domain represents the 
capacity to create the types of alliances that strengthen partnership and 
provide the foundation for collective action for change.   

 
• Role of Outside Agents: A range of valuable relationships have been 

established between the school and outside agents in the local community. 
These include businesses, community groups and youth based services 
and organisations. These connections with agents outside the school 
community itself represent a capacity to identify and access the range of 
resources and opportunities that exist outside the study site itself. There 
were some links created between the study site and outside agents from 
across the region but these were limited. They need to be expanded to 
maximise the potential for greater access to an increased range of social, 
human and financial resources.  

 
• Program Planning and Development with Community: The school, and 

key people in the community for Study Site N, are working to facilitate 
change and, through this, achieve a greater level of program planning and 
development with community. However wider community support is 
minimal and this mitigates the capacity for informal processes of program 
planning to be achieved. Greater connection between the school and the 
community (through parents and with others in the wider community), 
would improve these connections. It would also provide the basis for 
developing the level of connection and commitment needed to maximise 
outcomes in regard to this domain. 
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This final map, set out in Figure 19, again provides a collation of the findings 
across the nine domains for the study Site and presents them as a visual 
representation of findings. This will facilitate the conceptualisation of how the 
study site is operating in terms of current capacity and areas needing attention to 
enhance school/ community capital.  
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             PARTICIPATION: 
    :   
     Links established between the school     
     and: parents, youth organisations,  
     community groups, businesses.   
 
     Challenges: 
     Developing stronger connections   
     between school and: community, local  
     council, local businesses. 
 
     Strategies: 

• Greater school-community integration;  
• Increase school promotion in 

community.  
• Identify and develop opportunities in 

the community for the town’s young 
people: through business, and 
community organisations, and local 
council. 

           

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE: 
:   
Community programme have been  
established at the school; greater parental 
involvement at the school.    
       
Challenges: 
The perception of the school within the 
community is not strong; need for education 
to be valued in the wider community.  
 
Strategies: 

• Broader mechanisms to 
encourage the community to draw 
upon and use the human and 
physical skills and resources at 
the school (student; staff; school 
facilities). 

 
PROBLEM 
ASSESSMENT: 
:   
Improving options for 
students to reduce 
disengagement (VET, 
VCAL). Collaboration 
with LLEN. 
 
Challenges: 
Developing wider 
community commitment 
to identifying and 
solving problems; 
Addressing and 
prioritising the problems 
for youth in this town. 
 
Strategies: 

• Increased 
levels of 
community 
leadership to 
address 
problems. 

ABILITY TO ‘ASK WHY?’: 
:   
Improved educational opportunities for students: 
VET, VCAL, distance education. Connections 
between school and LLEN, LLEN associated 
programs and the Group Training Company.    
      
Challenges: 
As a community: addressing  
youth unemployment/ disengagement in the town; 
lack of commitment to youth from some local 
businesses and organisations.  
 
Strategies: 

• Developing community wide programs to 
support the community’s youth, through 
mentoring, & developing stronger 
community-business-educational links to 
assist disengaged youth. 

RESOURCE 
MOBILISATION:        
:   
School’s connection with 
LLEN and LLEN associated 
programs, community 
organisations/ groups, local 
businesses.       
   
Challenges: 
Limited resources available 
– especially employment 
and career opportunities for 
young people. Lack of 
identification of ‘other’ 
opportunities and resources 
in the community. 
 
Strategies: 

• Better identification 
and mobilisation of 
resources from 
community back into 
the school. 

LINKS TO OTHERS: 
:   
Developing links between school 
and parents; links between school 
and local business, community 
organisations and youth 
networks.       
 
Challenges: 
Foster greater networks between 
the school and the community. 
Improve community perception 
towards the school. 
 
Strategies:  
Refer to Section 5 of this report 
for information relating to program 
options for enhancing community 
links 
 

ROLE OF OUTSIDE 
AGENTS: 
:   
LLEN, LLEN associated 
programs and the Group 
Training Company, local 
business,  
and Community Health.   
      
Challenges: 
Engaging other ‘outside’ 
agents, including local 
council. Local business. 
 
Strategies: 
Refer to Section 5 of this 
report for information 
relating to program 
options for enhancing 
links with key agencies 
 
 

PROGRAM PLANNING 
AND DEVELOPMENT WITH 
COMMUNITY: 
:   
Stronger parental 
involvement with the school 
over recent years. Links 
between school and 
business and other 
organisations.        
 
Challenges: 
Greater connections to be 
established between school 
and community to foster 
awareness of, and control 
over program management. 
 
Strategies: 
Refer to Section 5 of this 
report for information relating 
to program options for 
enhancing community 
control 
 
 
 

                 LEADERSHIP: 
 :  
 Leadership for staff; student  
 leadership gaining momentum (SRC;  
 Ambassadors program).  
 In community: business leaders.  
   
 Challenges: 
 Stronger leadership role for local     
 government & organisations, for youth. 
 
Strategies: 

• Connections between school and  
local organisations;  

• explore options for youth to connect 
with local council,  local businesses 
& organisations.  

Figure 19: Study Site N Map 
Community Capacity Domains 
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3.10 Conclusion from Findings Across Four Sites   
In a summary review of findings across study sites, it is important to reiterate the 
emergence of a clear link between literature evidence, and the data collected through 
interview and focus groups. The literature review mapped the characteristics of 
community and school links that have been identified as effective in supporting young 
people to setting, and meeting, their educational and vocational aspirations. The data 
collected for this research was found to reinforce much of the existing knowledge 
base around the role of communities, and their impact on schools. It provided 
evidence that: 

 
• Good community relationships are able to overcome the negative impacts of 

rurality on educational aspirations for young people. The building of high 
levels of reciprocal participation within, and across the school and the broader 
community can help build these relationships.  Participation of the community 
in the activities of the school, and by the school in the activities of the 
community is important. Successful participation was multi dimensional in that 
it occurred across education, employment, recreation, volunteering and 
involvement on committees, youth and sports groups, and a range of social 
activities. It was underpinned by both bridging (bridging the links between and 
across different groups) and linking capital. It provided young people with a 
sense of belonging in the community, and the community with a sense of 
belonging in the school.  Involvement in extra curricula activities was high 
and enabled young people to build their sense of being valued and 
connected. This was found to have an impact on levels of student 
engagement, rates of retention and aligned with literature findings around 
the role of reciprocal participatory relationships on better outcomes for 
young people (Alspaugh, 1998; Jimerson, 2006). There was evidence 
found during data collection that student aspirations were enhanced by a 
strong student/ teacher/community interface.  

• Sound reciprocal links between school and community foster greater levels of 
satisfaction in being part of a school-community and help build student 
connection. Data collection found that building these types of reciprocal links 
was facilitated when there was capacity to:  

o mobilise resources;  
o build voluntary alliances and partnerships;  
o use the school as a meeting point and a place to network and 

make connections. The more often the school was used as a 
central hub for a community, the more consistently were people 
able to make connections across and between groups; and,  

o support community involvement in program planning and 
development with the school. When this was in place it meant that 
there were good connections with community, that the community 
was empowered to work with the school to identify problems, 
assess what was needed to address these, and to have a key role 
in planning response strategies.  

 
• Building student aspirations is dependent on the notion of ‘collective’ 

community, rather than just having some individuals within it who are 
committed to supporting students. This can be enhanced through strong and 
consistent leadership. The stronger the leadership levels at the study site 
itself, and across the broader community, the greater the indicators of 
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improved outcomes for young people. In the first instance this leadership 
needed to occur within the school itself.  The principal played a critical role in 
supporting and driving change, building leadership within the school (staff and 
student) and creating high levels of community connection. The stronger this 
level of leadership, the greater the likelihood of successful partnership 
building. This process worked best when paralleled with community leaders 
who were willing to work with, and on behalf of, the school to identify 
opportunities, to promote the ethos of education and the importance of 
supporting young people to achieve their aspirations. School and community 
based leaders working together and recognising the mutual benefit of this 
type of connection maximised the opportunity for positive outcomes. Overt 
evidence was provided that young people were staying at school, or 
seeking out a clear vocational pathway, as a direct result of leadership 
intervention from within the broader community. 
 

• Healthy schools and communities can help build enhanced aspirational goals 
for young people, with the building of this type of community dependent on: 
ongoing community dialogue; shared community vision; tapping into 
community strengths; and, bridging links across services and organisations. 

 
The extent to which each of the study sites showed evidence of these characteristics 
was assessed through the mechanism of the nine community capacity domains. 
These characteristics were found to be consistently present at Study Site L, to be 
variably present at Study Site M and to be moderately to minimally present at Study 
Sites N and K. The trait found to impact most in building strong community capacity 
was that of reciprocity between school and community. It was the trait that needed to 
be in place, regardless of the capacity domain, for good community outcomes to be 
achieved. 
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Section 4: Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

4.1 Overview 
 
This research report has sought to develop a greater level of understanding of the 
role played by community in shaping and influencing the aspirations of young people, 
in terms of educational and careers outcomes. 
 
In order to develop this understanding, case studies were undertaken involving four 
schools in regional locations to determine the level of connection with community at 
each location, and to attempt to measure the link between this, and student 
aspirations and outcomes. 
 
Available literature evidence has consistently identified a correlation between levels 
of community connection, and enhanced aspirations and outcomes (Kilpatrick et al., 
2003; Warren et al., 2009), as well as a potential for community to mitigate 
educational disadvantage caused by socio-economic disadvantage (Hederson & 
Mapp 2002).  
 
The study sites chosen for this research report were all experiencing comparable 
levels of socio-economic disadvantage, rates of rural decline and isolation, high rates 
of poverty and a shifting population profile. Despite similarities across these 
indicators, available statistical data found variability in the types of educational 
outcomes achieved. These differences provided the catalyst for an exploration of the 
role of community in explaining differences, using an analysis of the school-
community interface against the nine domains of community capacity. 
 
A clear finding to emerge was that those sites whose results (statistical, and derived 
from student/teacher/community feedback) consistently showed better outcomes, 
linked to student setting aspirational goals across a range of options, including Year 
12 completions, vocational destinations such as apprenticeships and traineeships 
and employment, were those sites in which characteristics of strong reciprocal 
connection with community were found to be present. 
 
The insights provided in terms of the frameworks that need to be in place for stronger 
school and community connection, are valuable at both a policy (departmental and 
community) and practice (school/community) level. They provide a basis from which 
to overtly acknowledge the importance of community in working with schools, and 
with young people. For the study sites they provide a framework from which to initiate 
a specific and targeted change agenda.  
 
To further support this, a series of recommendations have been made specific to 
strategies for improving capacity across a range of domains. These, when coupled 
with the resources set out in Section 5 of this report, may prove beneficial to 
supporting work in strengthening the links between schools and community at the 
various sites. 
 

4.2 Recommendations 
These recommendations do not relate to a specific study site. Rather they have been 
developed in response to issues that were identified across study sites relating to the 
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need to enhance capacity in a particular domain. Readers are able to make a 
decision around whether these recommendations are appropriate to their own 
location, based on an assessment of where they are developmentally in relation to 
any particular domain (or for research participants, where the individual spider graph 
for their own site indicates there is some level of capacity shortfall). 

 

Recommendations for Building Participation: 
Recommendation 1: 
That key leaders within a school (and in particular school principals) formally 
include as part of their role, portfolio responsibility for the development of 
community partnerships. As part of the professional development process for 
achieving this goal, school leaders should seek mentoring support from school 
leaders in schools that have been successful in developing strong 
school/community connections. 
 
Recommendation 2: 
That School Councils establish a sub committee with the specific role of working 
to develop strategies aimed at enhanced community engagement and 
partnership. 
 

Areas of responsibility that should be discussed for possible inclusion in portfolio 
areas for school staff, and for school council sub committees working toward 
building connection with community include: 

Points for consideration in regard to Recommendation 1 & 2: 

• community education processes;  
• the development of protocols with local council and small business around 

school and community connections; and,  
• mechanisms for enhanced parental involvement and skill sharing within 

the school.  

 

Recommendations for Building Leadership: 
Recommendation 3: 
That the school put in place policies outlining their commitment to work with a 
range of stakeholders to establish leadership roles for young people within the 
school. This approach needs to include an overt commitment to working with 
young people to increase levels of student involvement in key leadership roles 
within the school, and across the broader community. 
 
Recommendation 4: 
That the school, as part of their planning and development cycles, identify 
community leaders within their local community and meet with them to discuss 
opportunities for leadership and involvement in school based activities. This 
negotiation should include clear reciprocal benefits for all parties to help shape 
the perception of the school as an important and beneficial part of the community. 
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Recommendations for Organisational Structure: 
 
Recommendation 5: 
That consideration is given in planning at the school for ways in which to make 
the school facility available as a community venue. The rationale for this is to 
provide a mechanism through which the community can come together to 
network, build connections and interact. This process will facilitate the community 
conceptualising the school as a key mechanism through which community 
connection can be enhanced and strengthened. 
 

Recommendations for Problem Assessment: 
Recommendation 6: 
That work is undertaken, involving young people, parents and key community 
leaders to address issues of youth disengagement – both within the school and 
across the broader community. The agenda in this process should be to 
acknowledge the need for problem solving through networking, open expression 
of views and joint problem solving. 
 

Recommendations for Resource Mobilisation: 
Recommendation 7: 
That potential resources within the local community be mapped so that 
awareness of options around resource availability are maximised. This process 
will need to include the involvement of key bodies of relevance to individual 
communities. 
 

Recommendations for the Role of Outside Agents: 
Recommendation 8: 
That potential connections and resources beyond the local community be 
mapped and documented to ensure that all possible options for bringing 
resources external to the local community into that community are identified. This 
mapping should include consideration of a range of government departments, 
community service agencies and groups. This process should also include a 
strategy for contacting these identified groups and discussing compatibility 
between their resource bases and the needs of the school and the community. 
 
 
Recommendation 9: 
That work be undertaken to ensure that the school and their community have a 
working knowledge of the types of outreach models that are in place for the 
delivery of a range of services including primary health and welfare support. As a 
number of agencies operate using ‘Hub and Spoke’ models and ‘Fly in - Fly Out’ 
services, knowledge of these options is critical to ensure that schools and 
communities are able to access specialist services, regardless of rurality status. 
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Recommendation for Program Planning and Development with 
Community: 
Recommendation 10: 
That the school work with parents and the broader community to identify 
strategies to increase community input into program development and delivery at 
their site. This should in addition to the formal mechanism of school council to 
expand the number of people from the community who are able to have input into 
planning, to maximise opportunities for young people to achieve their aspirations.  
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The purpose of this part of the report is to help identify some initial (though definitely 
not exhaustive) resources that may be useful for communities and schools to 
consider as a mechanism for strengthening their ‘collaborative’ capacity on each of 
the domains. These resources may be of value across all sites pertaining to this 
research, but especially those towns where lower rating measures on the domains 
were received. Given the number of different key stakeholders for this project 
(DEECD, schools, communities and organisations such as GEP, LLENs) a range of 
strategies and tools have been presented for each domain that may have particular 
relevance to certain stakeholders more than others. However, the value of each of 
these resources is that many have applicability that, with some adaptation, has broad 
appeal and use within community and educational settings.   
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Section 5: Capacity Building Tools & Strategies 
 

5.1 Introduction  
Throughout this report there has been a focus on the capacity level of different 
study sites across the nine domains that are a foundation point for the model 
used for this research project. While some specific recommendations have been 
made in Section 4 of this report, this section seeks to enhance these through the 
provision of a practical tool kit of potential resources for each of the domains. The 
following information is structured under each of the nine domain subheadings. 
Thereafter a brief summary is provided for each of the links, along with their 
location/internet address. It should be noted that information presented should be 
carefully considered with regards its value and relevance for each of the 
individual study sites. 

5.2 Tools & Strategies across Domains 

Participation   
It is proposed that building active participation between the school and the 
community is most successful through reciprocal involvement between the school 
and/or community based groups and organisations. The following documents 
have been sourced that in part or fully provide some strategies for building 
capacity on this domain. 
 

• The Family-School and Community Partnership Bureau is a collaborative 
partnership (supported by a number of government and community based 
organisations, including Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations). The partnership has been established to build and 
strengthen collaborations between schools, parents and families, and 
between schools and the wider community. This website provides a range 
of useful information, including an ‘on line helpdesk’ outlining a range of 
strategies that may be of interest for schools as they consider or further 
develop partnerships within their community.  
http://www.familyschool.org.au/ 

 
• The Family-School and Community Partnership Bureau has also 

developed a Family-School Partnerships Framework. This framework acts 
as a guide for developing and improving the relationship between schools 
and families (and parents) and outlines some key strategies to develop 
partnerships in the community. Strategies and ideas are presented for 
improving communication between the school and parent stakeholders, 
and for establishing connections between the school and its community to 
improve engagement between the two.  
http://www.familyschool.org.au/pdf/framework.pdf 
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• The Department of Sustainability and Environment (2005) has developed 
a resource kit for building effective relationships between community and 
related stakeholders. The kit provides a comprehensive set of information 
and resources necessary for planning and establishing community 
engagement for a particular project, from design to delivery. Some of this 
information may be useful for communities and schools to consider should 
they wish to build stronger school-community participation on projects 
such as enhancing commitment towards educating and supporting local 
youth. http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/effective-engagement 

 
• A report by Kilpatrick, Johns and Mulford (2003), University of Tasmania, 

provides a useful discussion about the development of school-community 
partnerships in rural Australia. Through their research they have identified 
12 characteristics associated with highly developed and successful 
school-community partnerships that include developing integration 
between school and community, promoting the importance of the school 
and its activities to the wider community.  
http://www.crlra.utas.edu.au/files/discussion/2003/D2-2003.pdf 

 
• A paper disseminated by the organisation Families Matters discusses and 

identifies ways to improve school-family-community engagement, 
presenting a range of strategies that may be of interest for schools to 
consider: 
http://www.familiesmatter.org.au/exploringdynamics.pdf 
 

• Mind Matters (Mental Health and Wellbeing) has recently developed a 
resource document to improve health and wellbeing outcomes through 
enhancing connections between school and community. Section 9 
provides some useful strategies and, while this resource is focused on 
improving mental health outcomes for young people, the information and 
strategies have much wider appeal and relevance.  
http://www.mindmatters.edu.au/whole_school_approach/community_matt
ers_draft.html 
  

• The Community Toolbox is a US-based resource aimed at building 
essential skills that lead to healthy communities. A huge range of guides 
and toolkits are available to undertake activities that promote communities 
and community work.  
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/default.aspx 

 
 

Leadership   
 
Establishing strong leadership (either community or school based) provides the 
foundation for establishing strong school support. As such there are a range of 
documents containing strategies and ideas for developing leadership that can be 
adapted for use within a specific environment, or more generally, within the wider 
community. 
 

• The Victoria Council of School Organisations discusses the importance of 
building school-parent-community partnerships through ‘good governance’ 
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which includes developing strong, formal governing bodies (including 
School Councils) and leadership. The document discusses this concept 
and outlines self-assessment and improvement tools for school councils to 
consider. www.edu.org.au/content/governance 

 
• The Philanthropist recently published a paper by Tempkin (2011) about 

the importance of Community Leadership and what this entails. It outlines, 
in general terms, some of the principles associated with community 
leadership practices and may be helpful when considering or developing 
stronger leadership patterns and roles within particular 
communities. http://www.leadershipvictoria.ca/documents/CCL%20Philant
ropist.pdf 

 
• The School Leadership Development Strategies Clearinghouse (auspiced 

by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership) provides a 
current repository about best practice of research pertaining to School 
Leadership Development. There is a range of relevant resources 
(particularly journal articles) which may be of interest to school leaders. 
http://clearinghouse.aitsl.edu.au/ 

 
• The OECD has produced a toolkit for improving school leadership. It 

outlines 4 modules for stakeholders to consider when working to produce 
change and it comprises a range of strategies and techniques to assess 
current leadership policies and practices for change and action. This 
resource may be useful for school principals and school leadership teams 
to consider. http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/63/37/44339174.pdf 

 
• The Federation of Ethnic Communities Council of Australia has developed 

a tool kit comprising information and strategies for advocating for change 
and the necessary activities associated with this. Part three of this 
document outlines the strategies and tools leading to effective leadership. 
While this document has been developed for Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse Groups, the content is generalisable and may provide some 
useful ideas for building leadership and advocacy across school-
community environments. http://www.fecca.org.au/PDF/CLASP.pdf 

 

Organisational Structure   
 
The importance of having a structured process for the school and the community 
to come together for a range of activities including information sharing, discussion 
of issues, concerns and for socialisation is essential for building stronger 
connections between school and the community. The research findings to date 
suggest some towns and school do this particularly well, while others struggle to 
establish this connection. For following links and may be useful to consider in 
addition to those already techniques are considered below: 
 

• Department of Education and Early Childhood Development has 
developed a fact sheet articulating the Department’s commitment for 
schools to become community hubs and outlines the advantages of 
community utilisation of  school facilities and 
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resources.  http://www.eduweb.vic.gov.au/edulibrary/public/schadmin/scho
ps/communityhubs/berfscommunityhubs.pdf 
 

• Department of Education and Early Childhood Development has complied 
a detailed policy framework with guidelines to assist schools and 
communities to develop stronger partnerships through the shared use of 
school facilities. This document outlines the guidelines that need to be 
considered when development these relationships.  
http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/edulibrary/public/propman/facility/SACF-
PolicyFramework-Guidelines.pdf 
 

• The Australian Institute of Community Practice Governance has produced 
a help sheet outlining ways in which to advertise community events. This 
may be a useful resource for those schools wishing to build links with their 
community by holding events and activities for the wider community, on 
school premises. 
http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/management/view_help_sheet.do?articl
eid=297 
 
 

Problem Assessment   
 
Problem assessment examines the processes in place where the school and the 
community work together to identify issues impacting on the school and work 
together towards a solution, with a shared agenda for problem resolution. The 
following links highlight strategies that schools and communities can utilise to 
address problems within their own community. 
 

• Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
commissioned a report by Lamb and Rice (2008) that outlines literature 
pertaining to, and strategies for improving, student engagement and 
school completion rates.  
http://www.eduweb.vic.gov.au/edulibrary/public/postcomp/effectivestrategi
esreportprint.pdf 
 

• The Massachusetts Institute of Technology has established community 
problem solving website. It comprises a range of resources to assist with 
community problem solving. Various techniques and learnings from the 
past are presented and may assist school and community leaders in better 
responding to specific, identified problems. 
 http://web.mit.edu/cpsproject/home.html 

 
• Youth binge drinking was a particular problem that was reported across all  

sites for this research. Strategies and approaches from the 
community/environmental perspective have been considered by the US 
Centre for Applied Research Solutions are presented on the following 
website. It contains some strategies that communities can consider/adopt 
to reduce underage drinking at public events etc. 
http://www.youthbingedrinking.org/strategies/strategies_intro.php 
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• City of Ballarat has established the Surviving Substance Misuse & Alcohol 
Risk Taking (SSMART) Network to tackle issues of binge drinking and 
substance use in teenagers. Some of the strategies adopted for this 
program are outlined on the webSite and may be of interest to school and 
communities as they consider issues of youth binge drinking. 
http://www.ballarat.vic.gov.au/community-services/community-
development/strengthing-generations/ssmart.aspx 

Resource Mobilisation  
 

Identification of resource mobilisation of school and community to support the 
achievement of enhanced educational aspirations and attainment is related to the 
domains of Participation and Organisational Structure. As such, the resources 
identified for both these domains have relevance to Resource Mobilisation, as do 
the  additional links presented below:    

 
• A recent discussion paper by the Department Education, Employment and  

Workplace Relations examines the importance of, and strategies 
necessary for improving relationships between businesses and schools. 
The document examines successful examples of where this has been 
achieved and examines the necessary components leading to increased 
capacity and relationship growth. This is a current and informative 
document which provides both business and schools with information 
about how to better interact and what can by achieved by doing 
so. http://www.deewr.gov.au/Schooling/Documents/RoundtableReport.pdf 
 

• The Ohio State University briefly documents the process by which their 
local school district sought to mobilise community resources through the 
recruitment of community members to support and volunteer at their local 
schools. Eight areas for consideration when recruiting school volunteers 
are presented in this document. This is a helpful, albeit brief resource, to 
help schools consider increasing volunteer support within their school.  
http://principalsoffice.osu.edu/files/story.2.08.php 
See also: http://www.serviceleader.org/ 

 

Ability to ‘Ask Why?’   
 
This domain identifies the clear commitment within the school and/or the 
community to critically review inequities (particularly related to educational 
attainment), and for working to address these by supporting enhanced 
educational aspirations and attainment. The resources and strategies identified in 
the earlier domains of Participation and Organisational Structure can also be 
used for this domain, as can the following. 
 

• The Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs has released a report on a national framework for rural and 
remote education.  Amongst other things, it sets out the essential enablers 
for the provision of quality education, including the importance of offering 
relevant and wide ranging curriculums (that include VET) as well as 
creating effective community partnerships, in acknowledgement of building 
successful learning partnerships. Although this paper is directed towards 
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rural and remote areas of Australia, it has some relevance for each of the 
research sites under examination for this research.  

 http://www.curriculum.edu.au/verve/_resources/rural_file.pdf 
 

Links with Others   
 
Evidence suggests that when there are strong social and inter organisational 
networks in place between the school and the wider community, it provides the  
structure or support to enhance educational aspirations and attainment. 
Strategies and documents that help build Links with others have already been 
identified in the previous domains, especially Participation, Problem Assessment 
and Resource Mobilisation.  
 

Role of Outside Agents   
 
This domain identifies recognised outside agents that work with schools to 
maximise the options available to the school (both material and analytical) and to 
support enhanced educational aspirations and attainment. Many of the resources 
already outlined in the previous domains of Participation, Problem Assessment 
and Resource Mobilisation closely relate to this domain of the Role of Outside 
Agents. In addition the following document may be useful in establishing stronger 
school-community connections and in drawing upon those in the community who 
can provide support to the school. 
 

• Spyns is a community based independent organisation that receives 
funding from the Department of Community Services. One of the 
resources they have developed is entitled “Getting it Together: Making a 
Difference with School Community Partnerships”. This report outlines the 
successful links established between school and community agencies for 
effective cross-sectorial collaborations, on mutual projects. A step-by-step 
process to planning and implementing such projects is presented 
http://www.spyns.org.au/documents/GettingItTogether-finalA4.pdf 

 

Program Planning and Development with Community   
 
This domain examines the roles and responsibilities across the school and the 
community, to ensure that there is a level of community ‘power’ in management 
of the school and in facilitating group action to manage change processes likely 
to support enhanced educational aspirations and attainment. The tools relating to 
this domain  have already been identified in some of the previous domains, in 
particular  ‘Participation’, ‘Leadership’ and ‘Resource Mobilisation’.  
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