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Frequently Used Acronyms 
 
DEECD Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 

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 
 
 
 
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. 
 
www.education.vic.gov.au/sensecyouth/careertrans/mips/default.htm  
 

 
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. 
 
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.  
 
www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vet/index.html  
 

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

 
Department of Health and Ageing (2001) 
 

 
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) 
Department of Health and Ageing (2012) 
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Brief Summary of Project Findings 
 
Overall the study found that young people did have significant aspirations to higher education 
and expressed these clearly over the three communities studied. There was variation 
between the communities but a strong desire to complete Year 12 and engage in higher 
education was expressed by the majority of young people.  
 
Students expressed the aspiration for higher education in a number of ways, including an 
intention to: 

• study full-time 
• study part-time and work 
• defer and work full-time 
• defer and study part-time 
• defer and travel. 

 
The desire to defer was represented quite strongly in the findings and this was based on three 
clear reasons: 

• the need to defer to achieve independent status for government study support 
• to earn money to support the cost of pursuing higher education 
• to travel. 

 
More young people participating in the research indicated a desire to participate in higher 
education in some form ahead of full time work, TAFE/VET study and apprenticeships. 
 
It is interesting to note that while participants indicated that their families and teachers were 
influential in decision making about their futures and supportive of their decisions, they did not 
feel supported by their communities and a significant number did not see futures for 
themselves within their community.   
 
Aspiration towards higher education is not the problem; rather, there appears to be a problem 
with conversion of this aspiration to active participation. The data on participation of young 
people in higher education in Hume region indicates that it is lower than state average, with 
low numbers of students taking up deferred places. 
 
It may be more appropriate to think of the ‘higher education problem’ in the Central Hume 
sub-region, in terms of barriers to participation rather than as an aspirational issue. Students, 
educators, family members and community participants in the research identified barriers 
such as: 
 

• Economic barriers – both in terms of lower household income and higher costs of 
regional students relocating to study. 
 

• Geographic barriers – some participants indicated that they were not prepared to 
engage in higher education in metropolitan settings based on personal preference 
and comfort with regional/rural living. 

 
• Informational barriers – some participants indicated that they found accessing 

information about higher education difficult and found navigation of application 
processes alien and difficult. 
 

• ‘Class’ barriers – participants from low-SES backgrounds indicated that a lack of 
family background or familiarity with higher education was a potential barrier to 
participation.  
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Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations are in no way presented as exhaustive or intended to limit 
the future ambitions or actions of the reference group.  
 
There is a strong sense that to overcome heavily entrenched structural barriers such as those 
presented there is a need for significant policy shift at state and commonwealth level and 
such recommendations are perhaps beyond the scope of a regional study. 
 
The following recommendations are provided based on discussion with the project reference 
group: 
 

• Develop, build and articulate better sources of information about higher education 
including information on pathways, Youth Allowance, gap year, how to access higher 
education 

 
• Further development local flexible and blended learning initiatives within the region to 

assist to address transportation and access barriers 
• Lobby for a more complete and equitable model of financial support for rural students 

to attend university in metropolitan and regional cities including scholarships and 
increased funding support. 

 
• Lobby, with local government, for a sustainable/ economic development agenda for 

rural towns. The future of young people in rural areas is intrinsically tied to the town’s 
economic future. 

 
• Develop and support innovative models of delivering higher education programs in 

partnership with secondary schools and TAFE within Hume region. 
 

• Further develop and promote  bridging courses/tertiary readiness courses and 
expand these initiatives to other parts of the region. 

 
• Develop strategies for re-engagement of young people with higher education, who 

have completed a gap year.  
 

• Lobby for policy changes to Youth Allowance providing a different rule about eligibility 
for independence for young people from rural areas. 

 
 

• Support opportunities for showcasing careers by: 
 

o Expanding existing careers promotion models within the region ie Northeast 
Careers Expo. 

o Creating better linkage to industry bodies in order to get them involved in 
career pathways. 

o Encouraging schools to provide vocational training opportunities that link to 
regional education and employment opportunities. 

 
• Support development of  libraries and  or other community facilities as local resource 

centres or learning hubs, with a link to regional and local digital learning strategies 
• Work with communities to: 

 
o Further understand why young people do not feel supported by their 

communities. 
o Recognise the potential of young people and support  young people to reach 

their goals. 
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Introduction 
 
In 2012, Hume Regional Development Australia committee and Regional Development 
Victoria, in partnership with Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
(DEECD), commissioned the University of Ballarat to undertake a research study to identify 
the social, environmental and socio-economic community factors which may impact on the 
aspirations, education and destination of young people from the Central Hume sub-region.  
 
This was motivated by a disparity in the nature of exit destinations observed in some 
communities in the Central Hume sub-region, one which did not reflect the availability of 
further education and training opportunities in these communities.  
 
The Hume Region achieves consistently lower Year 7-12 school retention rates than the non-
metropolitan regions average, with an estimated 22% of young people leaving school through 
years 10 to 12 (compared to 15% for metropolitan Melbourne). Compared with the state-wide 
average of 30.4%, the percentage of the Hume population aged 25-34 with a bachelor degree 
or higher was recorded at the 2006 Census as a substantially lower 17.35%. Further, of 
students in the region deferring tertiary education, an estimated 30% do not take up their 
place. 
 
The four communities identified for this study were Wangaratta, Mansfield, Myrtleford and 
Benalla. Under the Australian Standard Geographical Classification System, Wangaratta is 
rated as RA4 – Remote Australia, and the other three locations  are rated RA5 – Very 
Remote Australia. 
 
In particular the key objectives of the study were to: 
 

• Review national and international literature including policy in relation to what 
influences aspiration, educational achievement and destinations for secondary 
students within a rural community; 
 

• Review national and international literature on effective community 
programs/initiatives; 

 
• Develop a student profile using existing data sources for Central Hume; 

 
• Identify what social, environmental and socio-economic community factors have a 

positive or a negative impact on the aspirations, education and destination of 
students within four locations in Central Hume sub region: Benalla, Mansfield, 
Myrtleford and Wangaratta; 
 

• Identify what characteristics are present in those locations within the Hume Region 
that have students who are inspired, are performing well educational and reaching  
desired destinations; and, 
 

• Recommend appropriate community based programs and strategic approaches that 
will support higher level of aspiration to tertiary studies and community capacity 
building. 
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Myrtleford 
 
After consideration by the researchers and agreement from the project reference group it was 
decided to exclude the Myrtleford data from the report. This decision was not made lightly and 
was based on a very small data sample, in both interviews with young people and the 
community and very low return rates in the school based survey. 
 
It is believed that inclusion of the Myrtleford data in the project would have painted a skewed 
picture of the relationship between the Myrtleford community and its young people and not 
fully, or reasonably, represented the aspirations and goals of young people in Myrtleford. The 
data was not sufficient to depict the complex issues and relationships demonstrated in the 
data for the other three communities identified for study in this report. 
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Introduction 
 
Currently, there are widespread discussions around the issue of low university participation 
rates for students from low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds (Bradley, Noonan, 
Nugent, & Scales, 2008; Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). The Commonwealth of Australia 
(2009, p.13) has identified aspiration as an important area to address in order to achieve the 
desired increase in low SES participation rates from 15 per cent to 20 per cent by 2020. 
Further to this desired increase, from 2012 the Federal Government of Australia have 
removed caps on the number of government-funded places universities can offer as part of a 
strategy to increase university participation and expand the country's skills base (Department 
of Education and Workplace Relations, 2012). This policy aims to increase the proportion of 
25 to 34 year old Australians with a qualification at bachelor level or above to 40 per cent by 
2025 (DEEWR, 2012). With these ambitious policies and targets it is little wonder that the 
educational experiences and aspirations of equity groups have become of particular concern 
to universities and governments alike.  
 
While the focus of this project is on the experiences, aspirations and destinations of rural 
young people, it is important to recognise that they are not the only group which encounter 
barriers to participation within education. Collins, Kenway and McLeod (2000), have identified 
specific groups of students who are particularly disadvantaged in the school system. The 
groups identified are: Indigenous youth, rural and remote youth, teenaged mothers, juvenile 
offenders, young people with learning difficulties and delays, and homeless young people.   
Rural and remote youth are one of the disadvantaged groups identified by Collins et al (2000) 
which face particular educational and social challenges and these factors are associated with 
student learning and school retention. Students who fall within this category are often more 
vulnerable to the impact of economic, social and employment conditions typical of the 21st 
Century (Dalley-Trim & Alloway, 2010). This vulnerability is often compounded by issues to do 
with educational access to resources and other employment and training opportunities 
available in the move from school to adult life. 
 
Research evidence was pivotal in ensuring that this current project includes 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. 
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Methodology 
 
The methodological approach was driven by the need to gain insights specific to the four 
locations and their context. 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, a survey, 
the analysis of available national and international literature, and the collection of extant data 
(e.g. ABS, On Track data). In operationalizing the study, qualitative data were collected by a 
team of three researchers on three separate occasions to the selected towns during the 
project. 
 
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. A12-043). Approval to conduct this research was also sought and 
granted from DEECD (App. No. 2012-001590). 
 
 

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 a number of 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 indexes1. 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.  

                                                      
1  Refer to Glossary for specific breakdown of these. 
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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 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. 
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Research Design and Methods 
 
To gain insights into the specific community issues of relevance to the towns 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 below. 
 

 
 
The Model: Defining the Domains 
Labonte and Laverack (2001a; 2001b) identified nine domains in their analysis of processes 
for measuring capacity in a community. 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 5 (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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Report Structure 
 
The report is structured as follows: 
 
Section 1: Research and Policy Background 
In this section, aspects of national policy are highlighted to provide context for this research. 
 
It also provides a review of the national and international literature focusing on issues of: 
school engagement and completions; early school leaving; rurality and educational 
aspirations; the role of community in education; and building school and community 
partnerships. 
 
 
Section 2: Town Portraits 
This component of the report provides an in-depth portrait of each of the three towns in this 
study: Benalla, Mansfield and Wangaratta, and a summary of findings across the study sites.  
 
A profile of each town is provided which incorporates information about population, income, 
educational outcomes and socio-economic indicators. In addition, site-specific statistics 
including school performance, retention and exit destinations are detailed.  
 
A thematic analysis is provided of all data collected that explore the health and well-being of 
each town in relation to school and community connection. Insights are provided from 
interview and focus group data into the unique challenges experienced in each of the four 
towns. 
 
A graphic representation of school-community capacity building for the educational aspiration 
and destinations of young people is provided in this section, as identified by a broad cross-
section of each community. Questions focused on the strength of school-community 
connections in achieving good educational outcomes for young people. 
 
 
Section 3: Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The conclusions and recommendations of the report are included in this section. 
 
 
Section 4: References 
 
The references referred to in the report are included in this section.
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1.1. Overview 
 
This section of the report has three key objectives: 
 

1) To place the research project in an Australian political and economic context. 
 

2) To update the review presented in the DEECD (2011) report Aspirations and 
Destinations of Young People: The School – Community Nexus. A study of four 
schools and their communities in western Victoria. 
 

3) To critically analyse the assumptions, ideologies, conceptual frameworks and 
theoretical perspectives in the research literature, specifically those focusing on ideas 
of ‘social capital, ‘aspirations’, ‘engagement’, and ‘community.’ 

 
The first segment explores the political and economic context in which the research project is 
placed, acknowledging that choices about education and training are made within a political, 
cultural, educational and personal context. Engagement, educational attainment and entry 
into employment have become increasingly valued in Australia as they have around the 
western world, with students and educators being asked to contribute to economic 
development (Zepke, Leach & Butler, 2011). In the past two decades, Australian State and 
Federal governments have developed educational policies to address low rates of Year 12 
completion (Marks, Fleming, Long & McMillan, 2000), with convincing results. Where in the 
1980s, only 35% of students enrolled in Year 7 in Australian secondary schools completed 
their final year of school, by 2008, after the introduction of policies that encouraged students 
to continue, the rate of Year 12 (or equivalent) completion had risen to 83% of 20-24 year-old 
adults (cited in Lamb & Robinson, 2009). Government initiatives such as the broadening of 
latter senior secondary school education to include vocational learning based subjects and 
school-based apprenticeships also indicate the importance of school completion as a policy 
development (Curtis & McMillan, 2008).  
 
The second segment presents findings of the review of relevant national and international 
literature. This literature review summarises knowledge about community-focused research to 
examine the influences on educational outcomes and pathways for rural secondary students.  
A range of factors are revealed relating to school engagement and the attributes of students 
who remain at school and complete Year 12, compared to those who do not. Rurality has 
been found to influence school-related factors. However, there are two alternative views 
about this: one suggests that schools in rural areas offer fewer curriculum opportunities and 
have lower academic expectations for students; the other contends that rural schools provide 
different benefits to students such as extra-curricular activities, and foster a stronger sense of 
belonging between the student and their school.  
 
Other factors identified in the literature as impacting on educational attainment are 
categorised as: 
 

• students’ personal attributes and experience of school – such as lack of motivation, 
lack of connection with the school, positive or negative experiences etc.; 
 

• demographic profile of the student cohort (including factors such as gender, ethnicity, 
and socio-economic status); 
 

• characteristics of the community (such as level of crime and unemployment); 
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• characteristics of the school (such as size of school, range of study options and 
alternative pathways etc.); and, 
 

• ‘other’ factors (such as whether the students engage in part-time work). 
 
The emerging evidence on the role of community on education suggests a growing 
importance on the development of stronger school-community partnerships. Such 
partnerships have the potential to improve access to resources for the schools through 
enhanced access social capital. This has the potential to deepen student attachment and 
connections to both their school and their community. 
 
The health of the community, defined in this literature review as the range of essential factors 
necessary for productivity and good quality of life, is also known to 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.  
 
 
 

1.2. Policy Background 
 
The current policy background for higher education policy in Australia is somewhat disjointed 
and is not strongly focussed directly on the issue of increasing the participation of rural and 
regional students in the sector. 
 

1.2.1. International Policy Influences 
 
The most significant international policy influence on the Australian policy setting is based on 
a Blair Government Policy Widening participation in higher education: creating opportunity, 
releasing potential, achieving excellence (2006), which focuses on enhancing participation of 
low-SES students, creating pathways between post-secondary systems and developing 
institutional support for people from non-traditional backgrounds. Naturally, policy developed 
in a UK context does not focus strongly on the needs of young people from rural and remote 
communities. Its focus to a large degree is on young people from urban communities and 
people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 
 

1.2.2. Commonwealth Government Policy 
 
The current Commonwealth Government policy focus on higher education is Transforming 
Australia’s Higher Education System (2009) which incorporates the findings of the Bradley 
Review (Review of Australian Higher Education 2008). Current Commonwealth Government 
policy has a strong focus on increasing participation of low-SES students from 15% to 20% by 
2020, This is generally seen as more readily achievable through increased participation of 
young people from low-SES backgrounds from the peri-urban fringe rather than rural and 
regional Australia. The policy also includes reference to a fair deal for Australia’s regions 
through a review of ‘regional loading’ and a structural adjustment fund – these measures tend 
to support sustaining regional universities rather than focusing directly on the participation on 
young people from rural and regional Australia.   
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1.2.3. State Government Policy 
 
There appears to be little evidence of a coherent, clearly articulated higher education policy at 
a state level in Victoria.  
 
The State Government is supporting individual projects via the Regional Partnerships 
Facilitation Fund to support increasing participation in regional communities including:  
 

•    U2Uni project with Swinburne University of Technology and Mansfield Continuing 
Education;  

•    Strengthening Regional Food and Dairy Manufacturing Education with GOTAFE and 
University of Ballarat and Dairy Australia;  

•    Tertiary Enabling Program with La Trobe University and GOTAFE;  
•    TAFE Teacher Education Program with University of Ballarat and GOTAFE and 

Wodonga TAFE; and  
•   The Regional Gateways Framework with University of Melbourne and GOTAFE and 

Wodonga TAFE.  
 

1.2.4. Policy Mapping 
 
The policy mapping attempts to draw together and summarise relevant government policy 
and reports that inform the discussion of participation of young people form rural and regional 
Victoria in higher education. 
 

Jurisdiction Policy / Program Name Discussion 

International UK – Widening 
Participation in Higher 
education: Creating 
opportunity, releasing 
potential, achieving 
excellence. (2006) 

Wide ranging Blair Government policy 
implemented in 2006 aimed at broadening 
participation in further and higher education. 

Enhancing participation of low SES students 

Creating pathways between further education 
and higher education 

Institutional support for people from non-
traditional higher education backgrounds 

In many senses this approach appears to be 
mirrored in the policy agenda of the 
Australian Federal government. 

Federal Policy  

Transforming Australia’s 
Higher Education 
System (2009) 

 

Recent policy platform for Higher Education 
based on outcomes of the Bradley Review. 
Main elements: 

Focus on participation of low SES students 
(20% participating in higher education by 
2020 – increased from 15%) (HEPPP funding 
is a significant element) 

‘Growing’ the Higher Education Sector 

Developing sustainable sector 
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Jurisdiction Policy / Program Name Discussion 

Investment in research 

Upgrading university and TAFE infrastructure 

Development of TEQSA 

Changes in income support for students 

A ‘fair deal’ for Australia’s regions (review of 
regional loading and Structural Adjustment 
Fund) 

Improving pathways 

Introduction of funding compacts 

Of significance to this study is the focus on 
participation of low SES students and the ‘fair 
deal’ for Australia’s regions – this includes the 
structural adjustment fund. 

Higher Education 
Partnership and 
Participation Program 
(HEPPPP) 

 

Funding to universities to increase the 
participation of students from low SES 
backgrounds in higher education. Based on 
direct funding to institutions and a competitive 
project pool. Competitive pool in 2011 
allocated $61.7mill. to 11 projects. Around 
$10mill was allocated to what would be 
termed regional or rural projects with the bulk 
of the funding allocated to activity in the peri-
urban fringe of capital cities.  

Structural Adjustment 
Fund 

$377million allocated to enhancing the 
competitiveness of smaller, more ‘vulnerable 
institutions’. A number of the funded 
programs aimed at enhancing structural links 
between the higher education and TAFE 
sectors.  

Reports  

Review of Australian 
Higher Education (2008) 
Bradley Review 

 

Significant and far reaching review of 
Australia’s higher education system which 
informed Transforming Australia’s Higher 
Education System (2009). Interestingly 
significant effort was placed on the issue of 
widening participation in higher education 
generally with only 5 pages committed to 
discussion of regional specific issues. These 
issues were identified as: 

• Projected decline in student demand in 
some regional areas (including Victoria) 

• Inappropriateness of regional loading 

• Patterns of regional provision haphazard  

• Viability of regional higher education 
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Jurisdiction Policy / Program Name Discussion 

Higher education in 
Australia: Demand and 
supply issues (2008) (A 
report for the Review of 
Higher Education) 

 

This report identified a ‘divide’ in access to 
higher education based on secondary 
education. Not surprisingly students from 
private schools and high performing state 
funded schools attended university and 
populated ‘elite’ courses. There is a sense 
that this divide is institutionalised. 
Interestingly students attending schools 
providing VET programs were much less 
likely to participate in higher education (22%) 
as opposed to those who attended schools 
with no VET program (54%). This possibly 
reflects the curriculum of private schools and 
high performing state funded schools. 

DEEWR Undergraduate 
Applications, Offers and 
Acceptances (2011) 

 

Report identifies three significant under-
represented groups in higher education: 

• Regional students – nationally make up 
26.3% of the population and 20.8% of 
applications, although regional students 
are actually offered places at levels 
higher than metropolitan counterparts 

• Low SES students 

• Indigenous students 

Selection and 
participation in Higher 
Education: University 
selection in support of 
student success and 
diversity of participation 
(2011) Group of Eight 

This report focuses strongly on low SES 
students and is silent on issues of rurality. 

 

DEEWR Regional 
participation: The role of 
socioeconomic status 
and access (2010) 

 

This report identifies three key ‘differences’ to 
account for inequalities in participation in 
higher education  between metropolitan and 
regional areas: 

• Difference due to access (physical 
access to university campuses defined by 
distance) 

• Difference due to education and 
occupation 

• Difference due to economic resources 

State 

 

Policy 

 

There appears to be little clearly articulated 
higher education policy at state level under 
the current government The focus appears to 
be on individual projects involving higher 
education and realigning the VET sector. 

 Individual initiatives 
relevant to Hume region 

• U2Uni project with Swinburne University 
of Technology and Mansfield Continuing 
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Jurisdiction Policy / Program Name Discussion 

 Education;  

• Strengthening Regional Food and Dairy 
Manufacturing Education with GOTAFE 
and University of Ballarat and Dairy 
Australia;  

• Tertiary Enabling Program with La Trobe 
University and GOTAFE;  

• TAFE Teacher Education Program with 
University of Ballarat and GOTAFE and 
Wodonga TAFE; and , 

• The Regional Gateways Framework with 
University of Melbourne and GOTAFE 
and Wodonga TAFE.  

 Reports 

 

The majority of these reports were 
commissioned during the term of the 
Bracks/Brumby Governments and as such 
may not be seen as directly informing policy.  
The findings may however still be informative 
within the constraints of this study. 

 Report advising on the 
development of the 
Victorian Tertiary 
Education Plan (200) 
(Kwong Lee Dow) 

 

This report makes extensive commentary on 
tertiary education in regional Victoria and 
outer metropolitan Melbourne. Of all of the 
reports identified in this survey it has 
substantial focus on regional issues. 
Significant issues identified include: 

• Loss of young people from regional 
centres when seeking higher education in 
Melbourne 

• High deferral rates among regional 
applicants 

• Goal setting for increases in 
undergraduate completions from regional 
areas 

• Development of networks, including use 
of RDA for planning, engagement and 
community and economic development 
related to higher education 

• Support strong approaches to ‘regional 
loading’ 

• Development of regional initiatives and 
learning communities 

• Delivery of higher education through 
TAFE institutes 

The report recommends that ‘the state 
government conduct research into and 
combat lowered aspirations of rural and 
regional students in relation to higher 
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Jurisdiction Policy / Program Name Discussion 

education  participation 

 Rural and Regional 
Committee. Inquiry into 
the extent and nature of 
disadvantage and 
inequality in rural and 
regional Victoria (2010) 

The report includes evidence on high cost of 
higher education for rural families, school 
retention in rural and regional schools and 
lack of role models for young people. 

 

 Education and Training 
Committee Inquiry into 
geographical differences 
in the rate in which 
Victorian students 
participate in higher 
education 

 

The inquiry was based on concerns regarding 
low participation rates for rural and regional 
young people in higher education and 
identified the following issues: 

• School achievement and completion in 
regional Victoria 

• The difficulty with raising aspirations 
towards higher education 

• The admission process to higher 
education, enabling programs and 
articulation from VET 

• Provision and physical accessibility 

• Economic and financial barriers 

• Transition to higher education and rates 
of completion 

 Rural and Regional 
Services and 
Development 
Committee. Inquiry into 
retaining young people in 
rural towns and 
communities (2006) 

This report considers tertiary education 
opportunities for young people in rural and 
regional areas of Victoria. The key issues 
identified were: 

• Extent of participation 

• Concerns over high deferral rates 

• Structural changes to increase rural and 
regional provision of higher education 

Regional 

 

Hume Strategy for 
Sustainable 
Communities 2010-2020 

 

Establishes the first integrated strategic plan 
for the Hume region. Under the Communities 
theme identifies ‘promoting educational 
aspiration and achievement’ as an initiative. 

 

 

Central Hume Sub 
Regional Plan          
2010-2020 

 

Builds a comprehensive sub-regional strategy 
to implement the Hume Strategy for 
Sustainable Communities. Important issues 
include: 

• Identification of transport barriers to 
participation in VET education 

• Lack of university presence in the sub-
region (with the exception of a University 
of Melbourne clinical teaching presence) 

• Key Direction 5: Embracing Learning for 
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Jurisdiction Policy / Program Name Discussion 

Life especially 5.2CH1: investigate the 
potential for new or expanded centres for 
higher education and research  

 Reports  

 The North East Local 
Learning and 
Employment Network 
Inc. Environmental Scan 
(2010 – revised 2012) 

This report provides snapshot data on 
employment, training and education  within 
the NELLEN catchment including: 

• On Track data 

• Year 12 completers 

• Deferral rates 

• Year 12 completers – longitudinal data 
 

1.3. Literature Review 
 

1.3.1. The Methodology for the Literature Search 
 
A number of search parameters were employed for this literature review and are listed as 
follows: 
 
Search Term 
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’, ‘aspirations and rurality’ and ‘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.  
 
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 
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Government Departmental Reports 
Searches were conducted of publications on the following websites: 
 

• Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
• Australian Centre for Educational Research (ACER) 
• Australian Government Department Education, Employment and Workplace 

Relations (DEEWR) 
• Australian Institute for Family Studies (AIFS) 
• Department of Education (UK) 
• Department of Education (USA) 
• Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) 
• Department of Planning and Community Development (DCPD) 
• Department for Victorian Communities 
• Dissertation Abstracts 
• Foundation for Young Australians 
• National Centre for Vocational Education Research Ltd 
• Office of Youth 
• Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
• US Department of Health and Human Services 
• Vic Health 
• 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 structure of 
the following literature review is: 
 

• Educational aspirations and attainment in the context of rurality 
• Influencing factors on school completers and non-completers 
• The role of community in education 
• Healthy communities. 

 
 

1.3.2. Educational Aspirations and Attainment in the Context of Rurality 
 
The literature surrounding young people’s aspirations has occupied a prominent position 
within research, government policies and academic debates over the past couple of decades, 
particularly as a mechanism through which to increase participation in higher education by 
students of low socio-economic backgrounds (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent & Scales, 2008). 
Aspirations are defined by Bowden and Doughney (2009) as being a student’s preferred 
activity, and as they are a key part of a student’s decision-making process, aspirations impact 
on their life choices. Aspirations are influenced by various complex and inter-related factors 
such as the socioeconomic and cultural background of the family, in addition to the school 
and community environments (Education and Training Committee, Parliament of Victoria, 
2009). 
 

It is apparent in the literature that the issue of rurality and its definition are 
“notoriously difficult” and have long been the subject of dispute (James, Wyn, 
Baldwin, Helpworth, McInnis, & Stephanou, 1999, p.5). The terminology defining 
rurality is diverse and is highly dependent upon who is doing the classifying. 
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Carrington and Scott (2008) assert that definitions of ‘rurality’ tend to reflect the 
interests of those whose purpose will be best served: 
 
“…economists tend to treat land use – primary production and particularly agriculture 
– as being of central importance. Demographers and planners may be more 
concerned with population numbers and densities. Political scientists, on the other 
hand, are more likely to be interested in the administrative coding of rural space.  
These competing definitions of rurality each capture some aspect of ‘rurality’ that, in 
turn, serves a specific governmental, academic or other purpose”.  
 
(Carrington & Scott, 2008, p.642) 

 
Australia’s rural areas are remarkably diverse, and according to Kenyon, Sercombe, Black, 
and Lhuede (2001), the remote nature and their low population density make them very 
different from rural communities found in almost any other industrialised country. Alloway, 
Gilbert, Gilbert and Muspratt (2004) suggest that rural Australia can include features such as 
farming areas, agricultural and pastoral service centre areas, mining towns, coastal resorts, 
remote Aboriginal communities and stations, isolated islands, alternative communities, 
wilderness and desert areas, and major regional centres (p. 23). Given this, it may be said 
that the concepts of rurality, remoteness, non-metropolitan and rural have unique meanings 
within an Australian context and will often differ from those used in other countries. According 
to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2011), approximately 69 per cent of the 
population reside in Australia's major cities, while the remaining 31 per cent live outside cities 
in inner and outer regional areas, remote and very remote areas. Based on this it may be 
accurate to suggest that Australia’s population is anything but evenly distributed. With the 
vast majority of its population, corporations, governments, universities and cultural institutions 
based within a handful of large metropolitan areas, it is possible to argue that Australia is a 
highly urbanised country that largely revolves around its major cities. Sher and Sher (1994) 
suggest that Australia is an example of “a nation having dominant urban “planets” orbited by 
numerous little “rural” moons” (p.6), the implication being that the people and places outside 
of major centres have little power to influence policy development, resource distribution and 
assumptions/stereotypes about, and around, their lives. 
 
Western, McMillan and Durrington (1998) identify four broad types of definitions commonly in 
use around rurality: social representational; descriptive; sociocultural; and definitions based 
around theories of political economy. In brief, social representational definitions portray a 
romanticised view of ‘the country’ that encourages the association of rural life with agriculture 
and farming, a view that Sher and Sher (1994) dispute as failing to encompass the breadth of 
communities, lifestyles and services available within rural areas and communities. Western et 
al (1998) suggest a more representative occupational definition would need to be considered 
for it to be more inclusive. Descriptive definitions are those used by bodies such as the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics and have a descriptive or ecological orientation - using 
distance factors and population density, and economic activities. This allows distinctions to be 
made between major cities; inner regional; outer regional; remote; very remote; and migratory 
areas of Australia and is based on a measurement of road distance from the closest urban 
centre. Carrington and Scott (2008) argue that these types of measures have many limitations 
and can be “quite misleading” (p. 643). A third approach which defines ‘rural’ in sociocultural 
terms and focus predominately upon the social structures and the unique culture and values 
of rural residents. According to Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert & Muspratt (2004), these can lead to 
characterisation of rural Australians in terms of their values and behavioural attributes, such 
as their “old fashioned charm”, conservatism, and an incredibly strong sense of community, 
friendship and loyalty (p. 26). While there are advantages to identifying the social 
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characteristics of rural communities in these ways, there are also potential risks as well.  
Alloway et al (2004) suggests that rural students may encounter assumptions around their 
interests, intelligence, and ability for academic and theoretical work from urban teachers, 
schools and universities which mark them out as different from their urban counterparts. 
Central to theories of political economy that characterise a fourth approach to defining rurality 
is socioeconomic status (Western et al, 1998). Proponents of this approach argue that a rural-
urban dichotomy is not necessary; instead it is the underlying inequalities of social and 
economic power which provide uneven access to facilities and services of which should be of 
greater significance and concern.  
 
The four principles articulated by Western et al (1998) highlight well the difficulty in defining 
rurality. While it is not the intention of this review to argue for one approach over the other, it 
is important to recognise that rural students encounter significant barriers to accessing 
education and consequently tend to exhibit characteristics similar to students from low 
socioeconomic status backgrounds in obtaining higher education. However, research 
evidence does not conclude that aspirations are lower in disadvantaged areas.  
 
A consistent theme to emerge from the literature relates to the influence of geographic 
location and population density on school attainment, with students attending non-
metropolitan schools being less likely to complete Year 12 or participate in tertiary education 
than their urban counterparts (Curtis & McMillan, 2008; Marks, Fleming, Long & McMillan, 
2000). It is also apparent that the sustenance of educational aspiration is influenced by a 
range of factors, such as a student’s experiences of schooling, local job market 
constraints/practices, community connectivity, access to information and family finances 
(Lupton & Kintrea, 2011). Similarly, Lamb, Walstab, Teese, Vickers, and Rumber, (2004) 
attribute some of the differences in school retention across rural and regional Australia 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. Family needs, customs and 
cultural expectations, such as a family’s need for young adults to enter the workforce early 
due to low socioeconomic status, may also play a role in students’ decisions to continue at 
school or leave early.  
 
It is pertinent to any study of areas allocated the classification of ‘disadvantaged’ that such 
measures receive some criticism from researchers. In their study of the impact on aspirations 
of socioeconomic status, Bowden and Doughney (2009) question the validity of the use of 
‘area measures’ such as postcode methodology for the allocation of socioeconomic status. 
Often used by the ABS, this methodology is based on educational attainment, employment 
and vocational skills and averages the level of educational achievements in each Australian 
postcode to produce the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (or SEIFA, ABS 2008). This can 
result in individuals/students who live at a particular postcode being classified as 
socioeconomically disadvantaged regardless of their parents’ actual level of education, as the 
methodology fails to allow for the educational and occupational diversity that can exist within 
postcode areas. Bowden and Doughney (2009) demonstrate the bias that results at an 
individual level by applying a more ‘granular’ measure based on the characteristics of 
individual students rather than their area of residence (p.126). In their study, SEIFA index 
methodology did not identify a relationship between socioeconomic background and the post-
secondary aspirations of students. However, through application of an approach adopted by 
James (2002), they found significant socioeconomic diversity within postcodes that confirmed 
a relationship between aspirations and individual students’ socioeconomic status. It is 
important to remember that education as a measure of relative disadvantage has changed 
over time, where once agricultural workers of all levels of affluence living in rural farming 
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areas were likely to leave school earlier than today without being considered disadvantaged 
(Tay, Kelleher, Hope, Barry, Gabhainn & Sixsmith, 2004).  
 
It is interesting to note that references to the concept of educational aspiration in the research 
literature often assume a starting point of deficit, and suggest that community-based 
interventions on aspirations can ‘raise’ youth attainment. Indeed, the assumption of low 
aspiration is not particularly helpful or accurate, when one considers that low aspiration may 
be “evidence of low esteem, low self-efficacy or low motivation” that will vary greatly between 
individuals (Lupton & Kintrea, 2011, p.329). Dalley-Trim and Alloway (2010) indicate that most 
rural students express high aspirations, but are also aware of the “realities associated with 
achieving their aspirations” (p.113). Further, they assert that research into aspirations and 
expectations points to an unpredictable and non-linear transition to adult life for rural students. 
The literature also suggests that the ‘reality’ of the rural job market encourages youth to ‘pare 
down’ their aspirations to what could ‘realistically’ be achieved rather than aspiring for more 
(Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chapman, 2002, p.51). Bowden & Doughney (2009) describe this 
difference between aspirations and achievement as an “aspirations gap” in which 
disadvantaged students demonstrate high aspirations to study at university but a large 
percentage do not achieve them, and instead enrol in TAFE courses (p.121). 
Many of the barriers facing rural and remote young people continuing on to higher education 
can be connected with issues of access; not only geographical access to services and 
facilities but also access to information and knowledge (Bok, 2010; Goto & Martin, 2009; 
Alloway & Dalley-Trim, 2009). Bok (2010) argues that in order for students to develop their 
capacity to aspire to higher education they need to have an understanding of the complex 
pathways available to them, and this is invariably informed by students’ and their families’ 
“socio-cultural background and life-world experiences” and includes in many cases 
unfamiliarity with the higher education field (p.164). The implication of this is that not only are 
rural students geographically isolated from higher education institutions, but that much of the 
knowledge and key information required for achieving entry may also be inaccessible to these 
student and their families. Research supports the assertion that students can access these 
pathways if they are provided with the knowledge and experiences that enable them to make 
powerful choices (Ball, Maguire & Macrae, 2000; Sweeney, 2002, Wyn, 2007). 
 
However, the issue of access also comes into play at a much earlier stage than when 
students are preparing for ‘what comes next’. Access problems for rural families lie in the 
difficulties in accessing satisfactory educational provisions - early childhood education, 
primary schooling and secondary schooling (Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert & Muspratt, 2004). 
According to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s (HREOC) (2000) report 
into the community satisfaction levels of educational provisions provided in rural areas, a high 
level of dissatisfaction is documented especially in accessing high quality secondary 
education. It has been noted that many rural communities face limited or no access to post-
compulsory secondary education (Alloway et al, 2004) and that students must travel 
extensively or relocate to boarding schools in order to pursue their studies. This suggests that 
the local governments schools struggle to provide a full curriculum range and specialist staff 
to resource and teach these subjects, further limiting the choices and trajectories of rural 
students.  
 
Research indicates that the stakes of undertaking higher education are higher for rural youth, 
who face emotional, social and psychological barriers in addition to financial barriers, factors 
that are less prevalent in students residing in close proximity to their further education 
providers of choice (Kirkpatrick and Abbott-Chapman, 2002). The cost of further education 
and training is a key factor influencing young people’s aspirations and career, which can be 
regarded as only for the ‘rich kids’ (see James et al, 1999; Collins, Kenway & McLeod, 2000; 
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Looker and Dwyer, 1998). Students and their families incur greater associated costs with 
accessing higher education than their urban peers. There are costs associated with travel, 
accommodation, transportation, living and study expenses that can place a significant burden 
on students and their families. These costs have been referred to as a “major deterrent” 
(Alloway et al, 2004, p. 32) for rural young people and their families. 
 
According to Bok (2010) all people have aspirations for their future – not just the affluent and 
powerful. It has been widely reported that the capacity to aspire is also constrained by 
psychological issues to do with fear, motivation, self-efficacy and self-worth (Goto & Martin, 
2009; Reay, Davies, David & Ball, 2001; Alloway & Dalley-Trim, 2009). Reay et al (2001) 
found in their study into working class students’ choices of higher education that many 
students appear to be subject to emotional constraints on their choices. More importantly it 
was indicated that they went through a process of self-exclusion though which they 
discounted traditional universities (p. 863). The notion of ‘fitting in’ and ‘moving on to bigger 
things’ were prominent themes in Reay et al’s study. It should be acknowledged that these 
concepts are equally evident in the literature relating to rural students experiences of the 
higher education journey. 
 
Many of the psychological barriers can be further compounded for young rural people due to 
negative community attitudes towards further study and training. Kenyon et al (2001) 
documented that few rural families have engaged in post-compulsory education, and that 
even fewer have tertiary qualifications. James et al (1999) suggest that young rural students 
are often convinced that their parents are not supportive of higher education; that they do not 
consider there to be any advantage for their children in going to university and acquiring post-
school qualifications. These attitudes held within rural communities, and often by the people 
close to the students, can further exacerbate the level of anxiety many rural young people feel 
about relocating to further their studies (James et al, 1999). It has been suggested that the 
belief that post-compulsory education will be required for students to give up “their old ways of 
life” (Goto & Martin, 2009, p. 19) especially if the knowledge, values and physical location of 
the education institution are detached from the students’ ‘everyday lives’. This expectation, 
regardless of its accuracy, will have long term impacts on rural students’ capacity to aspire 
and on their ability to take on unfamiliar challenges in order to achieve their goals.   
There is further evidence that youth educational aspiration and attainment are greatly 
influenced by a range of factors that are not restricted to a student’s personal motivation. The 
influence of family and a student’s school/community are examined further in the following 
section. 
 
 

1.3.3. Influencing Factors: School Completers and Non-Completers 
 
Measurable outcomes such as retention and completion of education have been extensively 
researched to determine what drives student success. Although statistics of Australian school 
completions 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 to 19 year-olds 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). This suggests young people face a 
systemic issue relating to engagement which continues to result in a reduced number and 
range of opportunities available to them in their immediate and longer term future. Literature 
in the area of school completions and non-completion confirms a myriad of factors influence 
the career and educational aspirations of school students. As these factors contribute to a 
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student’s decision to stay at school or leave early, a strong ‘profile’ has been built through 
research in Australia and globally that provides an evidence base which can be used for 
developing new educational policies and programs. 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).  
 
Some of the most obvious drivers in a student’s decision to complete school include peers, 
family, the educational environment with which they engage, as well as the social 
environment in which they reside (see Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Hill, Hemmings, & Green, 
2000; Hitlin, 2006; Rasheed & McWhirter, 2005). As touched on previously, other specific 
factors that influence school retention include a student’s socioeconomic status, poverty, peer 
influences, vocational self-efficacy, occupational aspirations and values, and educational 
achievement. Indeed, many of these are widely recognised as being influential in  adolescent 
decision-making. Zepke et al (2011) explored non-institutional realities of New Zealand 
students, including social, cultural and personal, family and employment factors, and what 
impact they had, if any, on students’ success. While their overall result indicated the impact 
by non-institutional influences was indeed moderate, only family support and personal 
organisation were found to significantly influence study and students’ success (p.238). Also 
reflected in this study was confirmation that populations of students are affected differently, so 
some factors that do not appear influential overall may play a greater part for some, and 
should be taken into consideration by institutions and organisations seeking to increase the 
success of all students. 
 
‘School engagement’ is a commonly-used term indicating the measure of a student’s actual 
connection with their school, such as their attendance or meeting of educational 
requirements. It also more broadly comprises the “psychological and attachment and 
motivational drive” associated with a student’s educational engagement (ABS, 2006, p. 1-2). 
The personal and social factors of engaging with the school are key elements; the school’s 
expectations, behavioural protocols and learning expectations; the personal characteristics of 
engaging through student friendships and the establishment of formal, educational 
relationships with teacher (Lamb, Walstab, Teese, Vickers, & Rumber, 2004). Indeed, one of 
the most significant indicators of school disengagement is school attendance, or lack thereof. 
Not attending, or missing a significant number of days of school through truancy or 
absenteeism or frequent relocations to other schools 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, and this may increase the chances of a 
student leaving school early (Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1997). In their 2009 report ‘How Young 
People are Faring ’09,’ Lamb and Robinson (2009) 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 (p. 25).   
 
Student educational aptitudes and academic achievement levels are identified as influencing 
the extent to which a student engages with their school and subsequently continues or not 
(Curtis and McMillan, 2008). In their study, a correlation was found between student 
educational aptitudes and academic achievement levels on specific measures and school and 
school non-completions. Consistently 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 
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non-completion rates. Similarly, participation in particular extracurricular activities are another 
indicator of school completion. Evidence indicates that there is a relationship between some 
(although not all) extracurricular activities and student retention at school, such as certain 
arts, musical and sporting activities (Alspaugh, 1998; McNeal, 1995). The opportunity to 
participate in these activities, and especially in extracurricular activities that are highly visible 
(such as school bands or other school-team representations), may in fact strengthen student 
identity with the school. This 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.  
 
Issues relating to size and setting in rural schools have been identified as having an impact 
on retention. Findings of Bouck (2004) expose some of the challenges that are being 
encountered by schools within rural areas, including issues of poverty in rural communities, 
fewer curriculum options for students, reduced access and exposure to technology 
opportunities, and lower expectations by the teacher towards rural students. However, Bouck 
also asserts that a contrasting view exists in which 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. Jimerson (2006) furthers this argument and examines the 
evidence of why small schools are often beneficial to student outcomes. Jimerson proposes 
that when factors such as socioeconomic status are controlled, small schools are more 
successful on several different indicators, such as higher rates of graduation, greater levels of 
academic success, and students undertaking more advanced course levels. That is, a benefit 
of small schools is their ability to provide wider opportunities for students to participate in 
extra-curricular activities. This can in turn foster feelings of belonging in students, and the 
opportunity for teachers to implement different teaching strategies. These factors may have 
some impact on student engagement and school completions and have relevance in rural 
areas, where small schools are common. Conversely, research by Alspaugh (1998) into 
educational, social and community influences attributed high levels of early school leaving to 
larger school enrolments. This research also identified higher unemployment rates and high 
levels of neighbourhood/community crime rates in a particular region and as being correlated 
with increased levels of early school leaving.  
 
‘Positive’ reasons for leaving school early have also been identified in the literature. Lamb, 
Walstab, Teese, Vickers, and Rumber (2004) identified factors associated with being 
employed in a job or starting an apprenticeship as positive, because earning a wage was 
seen as a positive outcome for the student. This is closely linked with access to appropriate 
and qualified career advice and information in order for students to identify appropriate (early) 
career pathways and make informed decisions about career options (McMillan & Marks, 
2003). However, early school leavers are more likely to encounter difficulties transitioning into 
the workforce compared with those who complete Year 12 (Curtis & McMillan, 2008) and are 
at greater risk of being unemployed and to receive government assistance than students who 
complete schooling. As mentioned previously, 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).  
 
In research that explored the experiences of early school leavers, Taylor (2008) identified 
shared demographic commonalities between the students interviewed, including low income 
families and those with disadvantaged backgrounds. There was also a strong sense that the 
schooling experience for these young people did not ‘complement’ their behaviours and 
expectations. Lamb et al (2004) attributes a range of demographic, student-factors to school 
non-completions. Certain individual characteristics are more clearly associated with early 
school leaving and include: 
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• 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); 
• socioeconomic 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).  

 
Research by Curtis and McMillan (2008) supports the association of demographic with high 
levels of school completion rates, in addition to ‘school-based’ factors (p. vii). Demographic 
factors 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 ‘school-based’ factors include 
attending independent (non-government) schools and having high levels of literacy and 
numeracy (p. vii).  
Another demographic factor that affects the chances of completing school includes the level 
of parental education. Research suggests that if parents are school completers themselves, 
the likelihood of their children completing schooling is increased. Occupational type, or skill 
level, of parents is also identified as influencing their children’s completion (Curtis & McMillan, 
2008). However, Kilpatrick et al (2002) claims parental education levels are not found to be 
significantly correlated with occupational status, which may reflect fewer opportunities in the 
rural job market and the parents’ non-completion of schooling (p.51).  
 
The level of parental encouragement (as perceived by the student) and parental views are 
also considered an important factor influencing students’ aspirations and at school 
performance. In research by Bowden and Doughney (2009) into the relationship between 
socioeconomic status, cultural diversity and the aspirations of secondary students in the 
western suburbs of Melbourne, the views of family (particularly the mother) tend to be taken 
seriously by students with regards to choices of courses and careers. This effect was 
enhanced in ethnic families (p.124). It should be acknowledged here that within rural areas of 
predominantly agricultural work traditions, educational status may not be as sensitive a 
measure of disadvantage, or indeed success, for older generations as it is for youth (Tay et al 
2004). 
 
Undertaking part-time work while studying can also have an impact on school retention 
(Gagnon, 2010). 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, with the median number of 
hours per week for full-time students being 16. An Australian Parliamentary Report 
(Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australian, 2009) was released in 2010 year which 
examined this same issue and raised concerns about the nexus between secondary school 
learning and part-time work practices. School students who are employed part-time for a 
‘reasonable’ amount of time can actually benefit from this experience, as it may facilitate a 
student’s school to career pathways. However, excessive part-time work (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 (Zimmer-Gembeck & Mortimer, 
2006).  
 
The Australian Vocational Education and Training (VET) program needs to be considered 
within the context of school retention and completions, given its wide implementation across 
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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 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) and with strong uptake from 
students, particularly those in rural areas, there has been a growing need to examine the 
influence that VET has on students and school retention (Nguyen, 2010). 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).   
 
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 effect 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 has already been made. 
 
In addition, it is evident that there is positive relationship between socioeconomic background 
of a student and their aspirations, which influences their choice of education pathway 
(Bowden & Doughney (2009). With aspirations acknowledged as being fundamental to a 
student’s decision-making process, a higher proportion of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds aspire to achieve vocational qualifications rather than higher certificate levels 
(Floey, 2007, cited in Bowden & Doughney, 2009, p.116). According to the Australian Council 
for Educational Research (2002), among the characteristics of students who do VET in 
School courses the following are low-achieving, reside in rural areas, attend government 
school and have parents who did not have a tertiary education (in Dalley-Trim, Alloway & 
Walker, 2008, p.56). Where rural regions have traditionally valued vocational qualifications 
due to the prevalence of particular industries, the influence on the aspirations and 
destinations of their youth is likely to be apparent. It is reasonable to suggest that this would 
by extension have an impact on the uptake of VET in rural Australia, and the relative low 
aspiration to undertake tertiary education. 
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1.3.4. The Role of Community in Education 
 
This section examines the influences that community contributes to student educational 
attainment and the nexus between school and community, particularly within the rural context. 
It is widely accepted that educational attainment is a major determinant of future life chances 
(McIntosh, Stayner et al 2008). The evidence on the role of community in education suggests 
a growing importance is placed on the development of stronger school-community 
partnerships. Such partnerships have the potential to improve access to resources for the 
school and deepen student connections to both their school and their community. 
 
As mentioned previously, the view exists that resource-poor rural schools can foster greater 
feelings of satisfaction and safety in students despite their geographic isolation (Bouck, 2004). 
Often these schools benefit from greater community support due to the smaller community in 
which they are located, and local acknowledgement that community involvement such as 
parental contribution to schools is important. Research consistently shows that there are 
many benefits in schools and their community developing and maintaining strong 
connections, either through community-based partnerships or through community links that 
students’ parents can offer (Alloway & Dalley-Trim, 2009; Kilpatrick, Johns & Mulford, 2003; 
Kinash & Hoffman 2009). Schools can benefit from the wide-ranging social networks and 
skills available to them in the wider community, and students can benefit from strong 
community links that help to develop and broaden their educational goals and aspirations and 
expand their interests and values (Warren et al., 2009). Further, studies have found that the 
longer-term development of family-school and community partnerships has encouraged a 
reduction in student absences from school (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Sheldon & Epstein, 
2004). A vast breadth of knowledge, talent and resources is available within communities, 
from everyday activities and skills such as gardening, cooking, to coaching ability for public 
speaking or sports coaching, and making use of these resources could help schools and 
students to better achieve:  
 

“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.” 
 
(Epstein and Sanders, 2000, p. 292) 

 
Similarly, Fabiansson (2006) highlights the importance of community affiliation on youth 
inclusion and well-being, with the assumption that rural communities with low mobility have 
developed traditions and frameworks that support social networks. However, these do not 
ensure inclusivity (p.54). Burns (2008) advocates the importance of school-community 
relations. She suggests schools should not be viewed as separate entities from their 
community, but rather as a mechanism through which to obtain important opportunities for 
reciprocal learning. 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 lasting relationships (p. 307). Consistent 
with the findings of Sanders and Harvey (2002), Burns positions the role of school leaders as 
essential to building the capacity for successful community relationships. Similarly, Riley 
(2008) distinguishes a number of complexities associated with collaboration between schools 
and 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” and there are key elements to achieving this 
(p. 312). One is the necessity for school leaders to take a lead role in interpreting the 
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community context and merging this knowledge with that of the school to improve active 
community engagement. Another element of forging community-school relations is to 
determine and review agreed notions of school success. Riley questions the term ‘success’ 
within the traditional framework of achievement, rather, prefers to use 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 also supported in 
Riley’s research; that accessing the social capital available within local communities further 
strengthens school-community relations, and builds acceptance and trust (see also Kilpatrick, 
Johns, Mulford, Falk & Prescott, 2002). Other educational research has identified five related 
mechanisms through which neighbourhood characteristics affect educational achievement: 
collective socialization, social control, social capital, differential occupational opportunity, and 
institutional structures. Henderson & Mapp (2002) conclude in their synthesis of the research 
evidence that parent and community involvement in schools can overcome socio-economic 
disadvantage using community organising approaches and thereby improve educational 
outcomes for students.  
 
The recognition of the link between schools and communities within the literature has resulted 
in numerous initiatives being introduced around the country, with the integration of 
government agencies and community organisations through connections with schools gaining 
momentum in the last decade (Epstein and Sanders, 2000). Establishing connections and 
partnerships between schools and their community can 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. In 2010 the Victorian Education and 
Teaching Committee advocated the value of community links within the school environment 
as a means of effectively promoting health support for youth. It proposed fostering 
partnerships at various government organisational levels - local, regional and state 
(Parliament of Victoria, 2010). Those successful community-school initiatives and programs 
are using elements that are consistent with community development ideals. They aim to 
create better outcomes for schools and students by building stronger connections between 
the school and the community.  
 
This is evident with the Local Learning and Employment Networks (LLENs), a Victorian 
initiative that was introduced in 2002. Supported by the Commonwealth and state 
governments, the network 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 form a network of skilled members within 
the community. 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). The network makes a broad range of 
resources, programs and opportunities available through which students can access further 
information and/or alternative education and training (LLEN, 2011). In South Australia, the 
Innovative Community Action Networks (ICAN) also represents a move toward the creation of 
reciprocal and foundational connections with community (Government of South Australia, 
2009). Established by the South Australian Social Inclusion Board, the ICAN project is one of 
a number of strategies that focus on retaining young people in learning and employment 
pathways. It involves local communities in partnerships that include a wide range of 
stakeholders – student and parent representatives, business leaders, government 
departments and service organisations – that identify and respond to local barriers that 
prevent young people from completing their secondary schooling (Koen & Duigan, 2008). 
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Through a “shared sense of responsibility” and a holistic approach to addressing the barriers 
faced by students, 82% of ICAN program participants have re-engaged with education or 
employment since 2004 (p.1). According to Koen and Duigan, many young people who 
disengage from education have complex problems that require a greater amount of support 
than the traditional school is able to provide; problems such as anger, behaviour or mental 
health issues, family breakdown and learning difficulties. A partnership model such as ICAN 
demonstrates shared responsibility and the collective capacity to support young people at risk 
(p.6). 
 
The Youth Insearch Program is another youth-focused program that also encompasses 
elements of community-based practice to address 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 
education. A number of different community agencies and key community members (parents, 
teachers, support volunteers, counsellors, local police) drive the program. The community and 
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 
nonetheless provides an example of the importance placed on community in addressing and 
meeting the needs of young people as an issue of local concern. 
 
The research clearly supports the mutual importance of collaboration between community and 
schools, the benefits of which may be depicted as follows. 
 
Figure 1: The Benefits of Community/School Connection 

 
 
It is also evident in the literature that there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to develop 
effective school-community partnerships. Processes for enhancing connectivity and mutual 
positive outcomes between schools and their communities, and indeed increasing levels of 
aspiration in students, need to be tackled strategically and collaboratively, considering issues 
such as all parties’ previous experience of working together, the nature of the issue driving 
the desire for linkage, and the availability and willingness of individuals to lead the process 
(Kilpatrick, Johns & Mulford, 2003; Lupton & Kintrea, 2011). Given the importance placed on 
connections between the school and its community as a means to promote health support for 
youth, the question remains about what relationship this has to the greater health of a 
community. 
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1.3.5. Healthy Communities 
 
Tay et al (2004) assert that our knowledge of rural health needs and inequality is relatively 
limited. It is their view that little information is available in the international literature on the 
“interrelation between measures of health status, wellbeing, and socioeconomic status in 
more traditional rural based communities in developed industrialised economies.” (p.909). 
They describe a complex situation; where geographical isolation can result in a lack of 
connectivity to services, yet conversely the close social networks often encountered in rural 
areas can contribute to improved health and a reduction in personal stress. However, the high 
costs associated with travel and the inconvenience and inconsistency of public services 
provision in rural areas means geographical inaccessibility to health care and other services 
equates to disadvantage (p.904). In the same way that diversity in educational background 
can be found at an individual level within postcode areas classified ‘disadvantaged’, Tay et al 
assert that variation in health can be found at an individual household level in rural 
communities, with variation being due to the complex interaction between a person’s health, 
wellbeing and material affluence. 
 
Kilpatrick et al (2002) emphasise the importance of schooling to the sustainability of a rural 
community, asserting that rural schools build capacity in their communities not only at a 
personal level but also at systematic and economic levels. Further research by Kilpatrick, 
Johns and Mulford (2003) identified that a mature relationship between schools and their 
communities increased not only the chance of the school remaining open, but also increased 
the likelihood of the community being healthy. Their research highlighted benefits gained by 
the community through strong school-community partnerships such as increased training 
initiatives and the retention of skilled young workers in their community. Further, cultural and 
recreational benefits were identified through the sharing of expertise and knowledge, the sum 
of which enhances the ability of the community to manage change.  
 
The capacity of a community to be adaptive in changing economic, environmental and social 
conditions features in the literature as ‘resilience’, and its desirability is evident in the 
introduction of numerous policies by state and federal governments over the last decade 
(McIntosh, Stayner, Carrington, Rolley, Scott & Sorensen, 2008). McIntosh et al claim that 
‘resilience research’, while identifying a complex and dynamic phenomenon, has resulted in 
resilience being associated with enhanced community wellbeing (p.4). Among the numerous 
factors identified as influencing a community’s resilience is the availability and quality of 
education and training. However, McIntosh et al note that evidence of how resilience actually 
works is limited. 
 
Literature widely supports the assertion that the health of the individual and their community 
are positively influenced by educational attainment and entry into employment. According to 
the Australian Institute for Health and Welfare (AIHW), the higher the level of education 
obtained, the greater the job opportunities, and the more stable, rewarding and better paid the 
employment. Further, evidence suggests increased health benefits are associated with 
educational attainment, especially increased physical well-being and mental health (AIHW, 
2007). This is echoed in research by Freudenberg and Ruglis (2007) who assert that 
education is the strongest predictor of health. In their view, low school retention rates 
contribute to “many adverse social, economic and health conditions”, so to achieve the 
common goal of enhancing youth and community wellbeing, health and education 
professionals should work together (p.4). Research also indicates that early school leavers 
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 (Lamb, Walstab, 
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Teese, Vickers, & Rumber, 2004). Baum and Ma (2007) outline benefits for the individual in 
completing tertiary studies that in turn benefit their community and the broader economy. 
Those who complete tertiary study are more likely to receive greater financial remuneration 
which in turn contributes to a reduction in unemployment rates and poverty, and an increase 
in civic activity and participation (p. 2), factors which are recognised as important contributors 
in a healthy community. 
 
The importance of partnerships that promote health and wellbeing within the community, and 
between a school and its community, is prominent in the literature. Johns, Kilpatrick and 
Whelan (2007) suggest that the set of 12 indicators of effective school-community partnership 
identified by Kilpatrick et al (2002) are transferrable to the health services context as they 
provide a set of criteria against which effectiveness can be measured (p.52). Interestingly, 
Kilpatrick et al (2002) also determine key influences on partnership effectiveness to be 
willingness of communities to work together and the resulting level of maturity of those 
partnerships. They defined partnerships that require a more directive role from institutional 
drivers such as principals as less mature, whereas the more mature partnerships are those 
that are led by the community. Overwhelmingly, one conclusion that may be drawn from the 
literature regarding partnerships that effectively enhance health and wellbeing of a rural 
community is the necessity for the community to be empowered to build its own capacity to 
address its own health needs. While there is consensus that it is a complex process 
dependent on a broad range of factors, nevertheless it is largely a generic process that is 
sequential in nature.  
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Town Portraits 
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2.1. Overview 
 
This section of the report provides a demographic analysis of each of the three towns 
remaining in the research project. As was explained in the introduction Myrtleford was 
excluded from the research report on the basis of insufficient data collection. This would have 
presented a skewed view of Myrtleford and its young people.  
 
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 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). 
 
The town portraits were generated from in-depth interviews during July and August with a 
network sample of people living and/or studying or working in Benalla, Mansfield, Myrtleford 
and Wangaratta. Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews lasting between one and two hours 
were conducted individually and in small groups. Interviewees included school students, 
community residents, councillors, council staff, small business operators, employees of larger 
firms, welfare sector staff, voluntary sector staff, and school staff. Hand written notes were 
taken for all interviews, and where permission was given and conditions permitted, interviews 
were digitally recorded. The qualitative data were thematically analysed. This involved 
reading hand written notes and listening to interview recordings several times to distil and 
capture repeating themes. After the first few interviews a concept map was developed and 
progressively refined to build a diagrammatic representation of the emerging themes. 
Findings were validated in two ways: first, by checking the tentative findings in subsequent 
interviews (for example, by posing a question in the interview: “Some people have said 
that….. what’s your view on this?”), and secondly by testing observations, impressions and 
speculations with co-researchers. 
 
It should be noted that the portraits are based solely on interviews generating qualitative data. 
A comprehensive picture of each of the towns can only be gained by consulting the other 
sections of this report: On Track data; Spidergraph survey results, and the student survey 
data. 
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2.2. Benalla 

2.2.1. Town Profile 
 

Population profile 2006 2010 

Persons no. 9 419 9 599 

Children - 0 to 14 years % 19.8 18.2 

Youth - 15 years to 24 years % 11.5 12.3 

Young adults - 25 years to 34 years % 9.1 9.8 

Adults - 35 years to 64 years %  37.4 

Persons - 65 years + % 9.8 22.3 

Households no. 3 719 - 

Couple families with children under 15 and/or 
dependent students 

no. 756 - 

One parent families with children under 15 and/or 
dependent students 

no. 324 - 

Total families no. 2 398 - 
 

 

 Economic profile 2009 2010 

Unemployed persons no. 255 397 

Unemployment rate % 6.5 9.0 

Average taxable income (taxable and non-taxable 
individuals) 

$ 35 081 - 

Youth Allowances no. - 224 

Average Wage and salary income $ 36 856 - 

Average Own unincorporated business income $ 9 862 - 

Managers % 9.5 - 

Professionals % 16.0 - 

Tradespersons and Related Workers % 12.1 - 

Community and Personal Service Workers % 10.1 - 

Clerical and Administrative Workers % 13.5 - 

Sales Workers % 9.0 - 

Machinery Operators and Drivers % 8.3 - 

Labourers % 15.5 - 

Not Stated % 6.0  
  

Post school qualifications 2006 

Percentage of total population aged 15 years and over with post school 
qualifications 

% 45.1 
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Benalla: Social indicators Hume 
Comparison 

Perceptions of Safety 79.2% of residents feel safe or very safe walking 
alone in their local area after dark  

73.6% 

Community 
connectedness 

78.3% of residents felt part of their community  
 
90.3% of residents reported that they could 
definitely get help from friends, family or 
neighbours when they needed it  

76.4% 
 

91.8% 

Subjective wellbeing Rating of 80.1 on their satisfaction with their lives 
on a number of domains resulting in an 
aggregated Personal Wellbeing Index ranging 
between 0-100.  

78.5 

Volunteerism 49.2% of residents reported that they had helped 
out as a volunteer  

48% 

Adequate work life 
balance 

55.4% of residents felt that they had a good 
balance of work and family 

53.6% 

Participation in Arts & 
Cultural events 

50.1% of residents had participated in at least 
one of the selected artistic and cultural activities 
in the previous month 

44.9% 

Community 
acceptance of diverse 
culture 

87.8% of persons agreed or strongly agreed that 
cultural diversity is a good thing for a society  

82.9% 

Level of Crime  Against the person = 1 077 (per 100,000 pop in 
2010-11)  
Against property 3 575 (as above) 
(Victoria Police, 2011. See 
www.communityindicators.net.au/wellbeing_repo
rts/mansfield) 

Person: 935 
Property:3 

952 

Participation in citizen 
engagement 

73.2% 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 

64.6% 
 
 

Destinations of school 
leavers aged 15-19 

53.8% of 15-19 year-old school leavers are fully 
engaged in work and study activities 
 
21.6% of 15-19 year-old school leavers are 
disengaged, that is, are not involved in any work 
or study activities at all 
(ABS, 2006 Census) 

62.3% 
 

19.8% 

 
Community Indicators Victoria (2007) 
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2.2.2. Benalla On Track Data (2011) 
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2.2.3. Benalla Student Survey Data 
 
This data presented below is based on a survey conducted at Benalla Secondary College of 
Year 9 and Year 12 students. There were responses from 25 Year 9 and 64 year 12 students. 
The survey measures students’ attitudes to school completion, their aspiration to higher 
education and the influences of family, school and community on their attitudes to school 
completion, and their sense of place within Benalla. 
 
 
School Completion 

 
    Year 9       Year 12 
 
In Benalla there is a very strong aspiration to complete Year 12. Of the 29 year 9 students 
surveyed, 96% indicated that their aim was to finish Year 12, and 4% aimed to complete year 
11. All 64 of the year 12 students were committed to completing the year. During the focus 
group interviews, students clearly expressed how they valued education, and could articulate 
their educational plans. 
 
 
Higher education Aspiration 

 
         Year 9          Year 12 

 
This question focussed on the study and/or work plans of students after leaving school. The 
year 9 respondents indicated a clear preference for full-time study at university: 40% identified 
this as their first option. Sixteen per cent aim to study part-time at university while working, 
and 12% plan to study part-time at TAFE while working, and a further 12% are aiming to take 
an apprenticeship. Smaller percentages of students are planning to defer study and travel, or 
work. In total, over 90% of students indicated a plan to undertake some form of further 
education after leaving school. 
 
Among year 12 students, 38% indicated that their first preference was to study full-time at 
university.  A further 22% planned to defer study and work either full-time or part-time. Most of 
the others planned to study at TAFE either full-time or part-time (16%), work in a full-time job 
(11%) or take an apprenticeship (9%).  
 
This indicates a clear preference among the young people surveyed in Benalla to pursue 
education or training after leaving school, with a significant majority wishing to pursue higher 
education. This aspiration was reinforced through group interviews with students at year 9 



 
 

 
 

55 

and 12. The main barrier identified particularly year 12 students during interviews was the 
cost of leaving home to participate in higher education in Melbourne.  
 
Confidence in achieving desired post-school life  

 
       Year 9     Year 12 
 
This graph summarises the level of confidence that young people indicated they held about 
achieving the first choice in their post-school aspiration. Overall, the significant majority of 
young people at both year levels indicated at least a moderate level of confidence that they 
would be able to achieve their post-school choice. At year 9, at total of 68% and at year 12 a 
total of 62% of students were either very confident or confident that they would achieve their 
choice. Less than 10% of students at each year level said that they were not so confident or 
not at all confident of reaching their aspiration. 
 
 
 
Influences over school completion 
 
This data reflects the influences on young people’s decision making about their intentions to 
leave or complete secondary school.  Young people were surveyed about the influence of 
parents, peers and teachers on their decision to stay at school. 
 
 
Influence of Parents   

 
     Year 9     Year 12 

 
Parents’ views were reported as being either very important or important by 84% of year 9 
students and 67% of Year 12 students 
  



 
 

 
 

56 

Influence of Teachers  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Teachers were also significant in shaping students’ intentions, with 76% of year 9 students 
reporting that their influence was either important or very important. Interestingly this influence 
reduced to 39% for students in year 12, with an additional 41% indicating that teachers were 
slightly important, perhaps reflecting the fact that by this stage the influence of the teachers 
had already done its work.  

 
 

Influence of Peers  

 
        Year 9      Year 12 
 
Contrary to what might be expected, peers and friends had relatively little influence over 
school leaving with only 44% of year 9 students reporting that their influence was either 
important or very important, and 25% of year 12 students. 
 
 
 
Support and Influences on thinking about education and the future  
 
This section of the survey aimed to understand the level to which young people feel 
supported by school, family and the community during their educational journey. 
 
 
Parental encouragement to do well at school  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Young people expressed a very strong opinion that they were encouraged by their parents to 
do well at school. In Year 9 100% of students felt that their parents encouraged them to do 
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well, and in year 12 this was 88%. Two students in year 12 felt that their parents did not 
encourage them to do well; the fact that they had reached the last year of schooling is a 
testament to their determination and their teachers’ commitment. 
 
 
Education is important to my town  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This data measures the degree to which young people felt that education is important to their 
town. Of the year 9 students, only about half (48%) feel that education is important in Benalla, 
and only 41% of year 12 students report the same. A large percentage thought the townsfolk 
held a neutral view (48% of year 9 students and 36% of year 12 students).   
 
 
My town community is a supportive place (Graph 9c) 

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether their town was seen as a supportive place for young people. 
Opinions were dispersed across year 9 students, with 40% holding a neutral view, 36% 
agreeing and 24% disagreeing. Year 12 students reported an even less positive assessment 
of Benalla, with 36% disagreeing and 47% holding a neutral view. Only 17% of students in 
their final year felt that Benalla is supportive towards young people 
 
 
I think education is important  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
On the question of whether education was important to them the Year 9 and 12 students 
again spoke quite clearly. In Year 9, 96% of students indicated that education was important 
to them to some degree and 85% of Year 12 students also agreed.  
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The town community encourages me to get involved 

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This question focussed on the degree to which young people felt that their community 
encouraged them to be involved. Of the year 9 students surveyed, 44% felt they were 
encouraged to participate, 40% offered a neutral response and 16% disagreed. The 
perspective of year 12 students reflected an even greater sense of disengagement: only 12% 
agreed that the Benalla community encouraged their involvement, 38% disagreed, and half 
(50%) offered a neutral assessment. 
 
 
People in my town encourage me to finish Year 12  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This question asks whether the young people feel that their town encourages them to finish 
Year 12. Of the year 9 students surveyed 56% agreed that the town did encourage them to 
complete Year 12 while 54% of year 12 students agreed. Sixteen per cent of year 9 and 17% 
of Year 12 students felt that the town did not encourage Year 12 completion, with a little over 
a quarter taking a neutral position among each year level.  
 
 
My school encourages students to finish year 12  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether their school encouraged all students to finish Year 12. Eighty 
per cent of year 9 and 86% of year 12 students reported that the school did encourage all 
students to finish year 12. Only three students (one in year 9 and two in year 12) disagreed 
with this statement. 
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I prefer to stay in my home town when I finish school  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether they would prefer to stay in their home town when the finish 
school. Only 8% of year 9 students and 22% of year 12 students indicated that they wished to 
stay in Benalla. Sixty per cent of year 9 students and 41% of year 12 students indicated a 
preference to leave the town. 
 
 
I see a real future for myself in this town  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked if they saw a future for themselves in Benalla. Sixty per cent of year 9 
students and 58% of year 12 students surveyed did not see a future for themselves in the 
town. Only 12% of students at each year level saw that they had a future in Benalla. 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
This data tells a compelling story about Benalla: young people themselves hold high 
educational aspirations. Family and school exercise strong and positive influences, and 
students in and years 9 and 12 feel supported and encouraged to complete their secondary 
education.  
 
This feeling of support and encouragement is noticeably weaker at a community level with 
both year 9 and 12 students being less positive about their community’s support for 
education. Students do not express a positive view about being encouraged to be involved in 
the town. What is most concerning is that only a minority of students see that they have a 
future in Benalla.  
 
These findings, when considered alongside data from the interviews, turn the ‘problem’ of 
student aspirations on its head. The real problem is a structural one for the town and for those 
in power. It is not the students whose future is at stake. They will take their ambitions, talents 
and skills elsewhere. It is the town’s future that is at stake.   
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2.2.4. Benalla ‘Spidergraph’ Commentary 
 
Community – School Capacity Building for Young People’s Educational Aspiration and 
Destinations 
 

 
 

The Benalla Spidergraph depicts the town’s measures on nine domains of community – 
school capacity building for young people’s educational aspiration and destinations. The 
Spidergraph uses a five point scale (with 1 being “not at all” through to 5 being “very high”).  
Interviewees rated Benalla’s participation (the extent to which school and community 
participate in mutual, interdependent and overlapping, reciprocal activities, ventures, events, 
and decision-making) as 2.5 (that is, between “a little” and “moderate”).  
 
The second domain of leadership (the extent of strong leadership to ensure active and 
productive engagement between school and community) was also rated between “a little” and 
“moderate.”  
 
The third domain measures the extent to which there is an organisational structure to connect 
school and community. Respondents also rated this in the range between “a little and 
moderate.”  
 
Problem assessment – the fourth domain – measures the extent of effective identification of 
problems and concerns, and planning to address these problems and concerns. Benalla 
interviewees rated this domain between “a little” to “moderate.”  
 
Resource mobilisation (the extent to which school and community mobilise resources for 
successful outcomes for young people) rated about the same.  
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The ability to ask why (the capacity of school – community members to analyse the root 
economic, social and political factors impacting on the issues and concerns of young people) 
did rate slightly higher, and probably reflects the awareness of disadvantage in Benalla 
highlighted in the Vinson report.  
 
The seventh domain – links that the school and community have to connect effectively with 
other individuals, agencies, departments and industries in the region and outside – rated 
towards “moderate.”  
 
The final two domains – the capacity of the school and community to engage other outside 
agencies to mobilise resources and generate support, and effective program planning and 
development – rated just above “moderate.” 
 
Overall, interviewees rated the town remarkably consistently across the nine domains of 
community-school capacity building: seven domains rated between “a little” and “moderate” 
and two domains rated just above “moderate.” This means that interviewees believe that 
community – school capacity building for young people’s educational aspirations and 
destinations is not strong. 
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2.2.5. Benalla Interview Data 
 
This community portrait was generated from in-depth interviews with a network sample of 53 
people living and/or studying or working in Benalla. Ten key themes emerged from the data: 
 

1. A Narrative of Disadvantage 
2. Stagnant Economy 
3. The Bronx 
4. Young People on the Margins 
5. Benalla Youth Engagement Program 
6. Educational Aspirations - Outside Benalla 
7. Local Leadership Renewal 
8. A Glimmer of Hope 
9. School Recovery and Renewal 
10. The Future Entwined: Young People and the Town. 

 
 
1. Playing the Disadvantage Card 
A major theme in the interviews was the high awareness of the level of disadvantage in 
Benalla. A surprisingly large number of people were able to cite statistics from the Vinson 
Report that identified Benalla as one of the most disadvantaged local government areas in 
Victoria. These statistics had become a self-identifying characteristic of the town – to such an 
extent that many interviewees described Benalla as a disadvantaged town. In other words, it 
had actually become part of the narrative that folk tell of their town. 
 

Benalla is the ninth most disadvantaged SLA (Statistical Local Area) 
in the state. 
 
We’ve got one of the highest rates of domestic violence in the state. 
The economic situation here in Benalla is fairly grim. It’s struggletown. 
People in Benalla are inclined to play the ‘hardship card.’ We easily 
fall prey to the victim or disadvantage card. 
 
The community is off-side. There’s a prevailing view that some 
sections of the community in Benalla are just “no-hopers” and poor 
employees.  
 
Things for our kids are really uncertain. Education-wise. Job-wise. The 
whole future is really uncertain. … The government is not giving us 
hope and ambition to strive for something. 
 

On the other hand, some people identified strengths in the town: 
 

There’s no doubt there is real disadvantage here. We have to 
recognise that there’s some really tough issues. But it needs to be 
accompanied by some stories of hope. There are positive stories. 
There are many great kids in this town.  
 
Disadvantage in this town is counterbalanced by a very high social 
capital rating. 
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Even though we’ve got a lot of discount shops and charity shops, 
you’ve got to remember that all those shops are creating employment.  

 
 
2. Stagnant Economy 
The second major theme was that Benalla was stagnant; that it was not developing 
economically. 
 

Benalla has just stayed where it is. It hasn’t really grown or developed 
yet. 
 
All the public sector jobs have dried up.  
 
Our demographic has changed significantly. We had a lot of public 
service industries. But now there’s lots of public housing.  

 
Tomorrow if two of our main factories close, there’s no hope. So, 
we’ve just got to move on anyway. 

 
On the other hand, a Benalla jobs drive in May exceeded the target: 

 
The economy is flat – there’s no question about it. But the interesting 
thing is we ran a jobs drive in May and we aimed to do 31 jobs, and we 
hit 56!  

 
Others reported that Benalla had few attractions or events, particularly for younger people: 
 

Benalla is quiet. It’s a retirement town. It’s uneventful. It’s boring. 
Nothing much happens. 
 
Benalla is more like an old person’s town. All the attractions are built 
around old people’s interests. 

 
As a consequence, Benalla was reported to offer little to entice younger, aspirational people 
to stay in the town: 
 

It would be good to move away. 
 

Living in Benalla is setting a ceiling (for me). It’s damping down 
expectations about what can be achieved.  

 
Education is just not valued here. There’s just no jobs requiring high 
skills. Professional pathways are limited. The highest job requiring 
training would be teachers.  

 
3. The Bronx 
“The Bronx” refers to a public housing estate constructed in the west side of Benalla. It was 
reported by many interviewees to be the source of most of the economic and social problems 
in the town. 
 

There’s a very high prevalence of public housing in Benalla. And 
there’s lots of problems in that subgroup.  
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We’re trying to drum it out of the kids here (at school) to call it “The 
Bronx” (to refer to the Public Housing area in Benalla). 
 
We don’t call it “The Bronx.” I know they (the residents) do – it’s a 
badge of honour.  

 
A number of residents from the public housing estate who were interviewed proudly referred 
to their area as “The Bronx.” It is seen as a source of pride by some; the label put on them as 
“no-hopers” was strongly rejected: 
 

We are in the roughest area in Benalla. We are called the West Side. 
We are viewed as scum.  

 
We even have people outside who don’t want to have anything to do 
with us. We get people ringing up to see if they can book a room here 
at the community house, but when they find out where it is, they back 
off. 

 
 
4. Young People on the Margins 
There was a general view – primarily expressed by a range of young people and some 
teachers and welfare workers – that young people in Benalla are not highly valued.  
 

The Benalla community looks down on young people. The community 
doesn’t really trust young people. 

 
Youth just doesn’t appear on the Council website. 
 
In Benalla, it’s difficult to see that young people have a place in the 
Council priorities. You can’t find anything about your issues or youth 
plans or youth representation on the council website.  

 
Marginalisation was exacerbated for young people who are socio-economically 
disadvantaged and are homeless: 
 

There’s lots of housing issues for young people on the edge. And food 
insecurity. We got no youth refuge. 
 
We’ve probably got 22 or 23 kids in Benalla who are on our books 
(Youthways). They’re with us for anything from three or four weeks up 
until a couple of years, but it depends on how big the barriers are. 

 
One of the underlying problems is housing. Many of these kids just 
don’t have the consistency. And with the housing inconsistency they 
have fragmented lives.  

 
Drug use among a sub-group of young people was seen to be a serious problem. Both drug-
users themselves and school welfare staff who work with them said that it reflected deeper 
problems in Benalla: 
 

When I’m not here all I do is sit at home and smoke cones. 
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The drug problem here is a serious one. 

 
Many interviewees believed a fundamental problem was that the parents themselves either 
had not been academically successful or placed little value on education: 
 

Non-completion is due to family influence. It’s about expectations and 
aspirations. There’s a lack of role models.  
 
Education is not a priority with the kids that I’m dealing with. They 
don’t want to go to school. There’s no push from the family. The 
parents won’t instil that discipline in the kids. They’re just allowed to 
stay home and do whatever they feel.  
 
There’s a real problem in Benalla with disengaged kids. They don’t 
have parent support. There’s no role model. 

 
 

5. Benalla Youth Engagement Program 
The Benalla Youth Engagement Program (BYEP) operates to provide education in an 
alternative setting for young people who have either dropped out or been excluded from 
school. Interviewees who knew the program and its staff spoke highly of the work they do: 
 

The Centre is really good with taking all kids. They’ll take on anyone. 
The thing is you’ve just got to hang on to these kids until they turn the 
corner. 
 
You really just have to persevere with these kids. Benalla is a really 
tough place to work in because of that lack of support. It’s a grim 
picture. 
 
They often come to us with the attitude that “I’m dumb and I’m 
useless.” 

 
However, the BYEP and its students occupy the most marginal place in Benalla’s education 
system. Neither the Program nor the young people feel wanted in the community. They do not 
have a permanent home for the program. All of BYEP’s recent homes have been in degraded 
conditions, or in a temporary ‘make-do’ location, or – as is currently the case – only secured 
after a departmental flat when no-one else wanted them: 
 

BYEP has to challenge the idea that it’s just a dumping ground. We 
have to overcome the shame and stigma of an alternative program. 
We’ve really got things stacked against us. The EMA is not payable if 
you attend the Centre. It sends a message that these kids are not 
worthy. We don’t have a permanent place. We need a permanent 
place for the programs to run that the kids value and respect and 
where they have a sense of identity and belonging.  
 
I think the image that it’s created over time is if you don’t fit here 
(school) then we’ll send you off over there (The Centre). It’s been 
given the image of a dumping ground for kids with issues. It’s the last 
resort. This just has to change for it to become a viable program. 
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It really gets back to the community accepting that this is what the 
kids are like and we’re trying to do what we can to change it.  

 
The most crucial thing for me is finding a permanent home that we 
can run the programs out of. A place that the kids can consider is their 
own and is for them.  

 
Not only does BYEP not have a permanent, welcoming home, but the students themselves 
and their parents are excluded from funding support available to other young people:  
 

Another thing is the problem with government funding. If kids come 
here to us, their parents aren’t entitled to the Education Maintenance 
Allowance. They’re already disadvantaged, but when they come here 
they’re doubly disadvantaged because they can’t get the things that 
the other kids get. We’re working on getting a student card for them. It 
seems that everything they do, there’s a barrier. See, we’re registered 
to deliver VCAL, but we’re not registered as a government school. 
We’re not asking for more, we’re just asking for the same as parents 
get who send their children to high school.  
 
We also need recognition so that these kids can get the Family Tax 
Benefit. We need to be recognised as an alternative education 
program but still an education. The funding is going to be the make or 
break of this program. If you go to high school, you get all these 
entitlements, but not if you come here.  

    
 
6. Educational Aspirations – Outside Benalla 
There was a strong view that families in Benalla with the highest educational aspirations put 
their kids on buses to attend independent schools in larger regional towns: 
 

If we stayed in Benalla, she (my daughter) was never going to go to 
high school in Benalla. I know what the education systems are like in 
Benalla. I know what the aspirations are in Benalla, and I don’t want 
her to be part of that.  
 
There seems to be a lot of (school) buses that go from Benalla to 
Wang and Shepparton…..Cathedral College is picking up a fair few 
and Goulburn Valley Grammar.  
 
My job as a parent is to look after my daughter. I know from a 
community strength perspective I should be sending my daughter to 
Benalla. But as a parent I want the best for my daughter. And at 
(school in Wangaratta) she has flourished. 

 
As one interviewee reported, Benalla has “drive in/drive out professionals”: 
 

Our professional staff who work here (in Benalla) live elsewhere. 
And they send their kids to private schools in Wang and Shepp. 

 
After completing school, the measure of success was to leave town and attend university: 
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There’s a “guts or glory” model here in Benalla. Either you stay here 
with few options or you go to uni and leave Benalla.  
 
People here define success as leaving town to study at uni. If you get 
out, you’ve made it.  

 
The financial barriers to attending university were noted: 
 

There’s really high rates of deferral (for university). It gets back to a 
lack of money. The costs of travel and board are just prohibitive. 

 
The consequences of this are that there are relatively few professionals role models in the 
town. Those who remain in Benalla tend to have trade or lower level qualifications:  
 

It’s easy to get production people from the local workforce. But we 
don’t have a skilled workforce in Benalla. 
 
The message that gets around here is that there’s only production line 
work available. So, we don’t get any of the local highflying kids looking 
to us for a career. 

 
 
7. Local Leadership Renewal 
When interviewees were asked questions like “What does Benalla need? How can it move 
forward?” a common response was that leadership needs to be renewed: 
 

You do need the visionaries. The people who commit and click and 
want to move things ahead. 
 
If you’re asking me about Benalla, I would say that the reciprocal 
activities (between community, schools and business) are poor at 
best.  
 
I think Benalla struggles. I think Benalla struggles with leadership. 
There are people who give it a real crack, but I don’t think we have the 
capability. There are very few examples of shining stars who are 
under 55.  
 
I moved down here with three postgrad degrees and … I felt like a 
Martian. Really struggled here. I don’t get a sense that there’s a lot of 
people stepping up in my age range. I can’t see a lot of people in the 
35 to 50 age range who are having a dip.  

 
 
8. A Glimmer of Hope 
While acknowledging the social challenges and economic doldrums in Benalla, many 
interviewees reported that they could see a “glimmer of hope”, primarily from the projects 
initiated through Advancing Country Towns Program (ACT), the Tomorrow Today Foundation, 
and the School Regeneration:   
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The Vinson Report led to the formation of the Benalla and District 
Taskforce. ACT has given a focus and resources to do something with 
the ideas from the Taskforce. 
 
There is a glimmer of hope, but it can be hard to see. Things that give 
hope are projects that are doing really well. …Advancing Country 
Towns, Playgroups for Early Years, the Mentoring Project. 
 
We’ve got three major initiatives that are starting to make a difference. 
Local Solutions to Year 12 Completion. School-Family-Community 
Connections, and Youth Pathways Transitions. 
 
Benalla has been quite organised about funding for the library to be 
designed as an integrated learning space. The schools have been 
quite supportive.  
 
What we’ve tried to do (at GoTAFE) is to weave in options for 
students from a range of tertiary providers to expand options for local 
students. 
 
Tomorrow Today has put a whole lot of fantastic programs in place. 
It’s really about engaging the parents to nut out what’s in the best 
interests of the child.  
 
The Board at Tomorrow Today is quite impressive. They’re one of the 
few groups here who really want to get things done. You know – roll 
up your sleeves and do it board – out of all the boards here in Benalla.  
There’s a lot of goodwill in Benalla, particularly in the Taskforce to 
ensure there’s good opportunities for young people. 

 
 
9. School Recovery and Regeneration 
There was extensive acknowledgement that Benalla College had been through some difficult 
times a few years back. However, almost everyone interviewed both inside the school and in 
the general community commented that things were definitely improving: 
 

People remember the newspaper article that said we’re the worst 
school in the state. But that was three years ago. Things have 
changed. Last year we had about twenty students transferring back 
here. 
 
The regeneration project is a huge change, but there is a lot of 
respect between the schools. There’s a very positive approach.  

 
Activities and programs within the school (and run in association with agencies such as the 
Tomorrow Today Foundation) that had made a difference were identified as: 
 

The big turnaround happened a few years ago when we had the 
school’s (Benalla College) development of values. We all had to 
commit to this. We’ve been on a bit of a journey in this school.  
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At Benalla College, there’s respect for students. And independence – 
we’re responsible for our own learning. Leadership is encouraged. 
The teachers set high expectations – you’re expected to give 110%. 
 
There’s good support from local businesses. Last year we had a really 
big final graduation (at Benalla College) and the local businesses 
donated twelve thousand dollars. 

 
The school also recognises that engaging parents is essential:  
 

Part of my brief is to get families back on board. We try to get them in 
to talk about the VCE. But it’ a challenge for some families. We don’t 
really have explicit conversations about educational aspirations.  
 
The main thing is we’ve got to rebuild the confidence of parents to 
come on to the campus.  

 
The school has been working hard to raise the aspirations of students, promote 
retention, and to open up pathways:  
 

Ten years ago it used to be: “When is that kid turning fifteen? Then 
they’re out.” Now we try everything to keep them until the end of year 
12. 
 
We do remarkably well for year 12 retention and completion for our 
SES profile, but we still have to find creative ways to push ahead.  
 
Aspirations is an area that we’ve identified to work on. We’ve worked 
a lot in the area about settings expectations for kids to complete year 
12. We ask: “What subjects will you be doing in year 12?” rather than 
“If you finish year 12….” But the thing we’re up against is that parents 
often put themselves down. They have low academic expectations. 
There’s usually a family history of poor academic performance. 

 
It is noted that Benalla College is not the only school in Benalla. 

 
10. The Future Entwined: Young People and the Town 
Interviewees were asked to suggest things that would improve outcomes for young people in 
the town. Almost every suggestion implied that the future of the town and its young people 
were entwined: 
 

We need to do a better job with engaging our industry with the 
local community and schools. 
 
The business community needs to develop a “boomerang effect.”  
 
We need to support the training of young people. We need to 
encourage and support them to go to the city for their degree, and 
we need to get them to return to Benalla. 
 
The real solution for young people in Benalla and Hume is 
flexibility of options, flexibility of pathways, and getting this 
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message out to schools.  
 
Information about universities needs to be simpler for students and 
families. The costs have to be lowered to go to uni. 
 
The challenge is to get the community engagement happening to 
set up structures and pathways (to get professional careers for 
local students). We don’t have the knowledge and connections 
with TAFE, unis and schools to know how to go about setting up 
scholarships and pathways for Benalla students.  
 
We really need significant capital investment and large scale 
industry (to get this town going). 
 
The thing about a town this size is that we need to take every 
opportunity for the school, family and the community to work together. 

 

2.2.6. Conclusion 
 
Benalla interviewees presented a disconcerting picture of the town. Not only is Benalla one of 
Victoria’s most impoverished areas, but the dominant narrative that people tell about their 
own town is of disadvantage and economic stagnation. Many of the problems are attributed 
(unfairly) to residents in public housing program. Young people report that they do not feel 
highly valued. Disengaged young people are the most marginalised. Many professionals and 
high-aspiring families choose to send their children to independent schools elsewhere. There 
was a strong perception that Benalla needs to encourage energetic, visionary, young leaders. 
On the positive side, projects initiated by through Advancing Country Towns Program, the 
Tomorrow Today Foundation, and the Benalla College are starting to make a difference.  
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2.3. Mansfield 
 

2.3.1. Town Profile 
 
Population Profile 2006 2010 

Persons no. - 7 972 

Children - 0 to 14 years % - 17.4 

Youth - 15 years to 24 years % - 13.0 

Young adults - 25 years to 34 years % - 9.5 

Adults - 35 years – 64 years % - 43.6 

Aged persons - 65 years + % - 16.5 

Households no. 2 703 - 

Couple families with children under 15 and/or dependent 
students 

no. 597 - 

One parent families with children under 15 and/or 
dependent students 

no. 142 - 

Total families no. 1 854 - 
 

 
Economic Profile 2009 2010 

Unemployed persons no. 107 177 

Unemployment rate % 3.1 4.6 

Average taxable income (taxable and non-taxable 
individuals) 

$ 31 994 - 

Youth Allowances no. - 88 

Average wage and salary income $ 32 900 - 

Average own unincorporated business income $ 8 185 - 

Managers % 19.2 - 

Professionals % 14.0 - 

Technicians and Trades Workers % 16.8 - 

Community and Personal Service Workers % 10.1 - 

Clerical and Administrative Workers % 10.5 - 

Sales Workers % 10.5 - 

Machinery Operators and Drivers % 5.8 - 

Labourers % 11.7 - 

Not Stated % 1.3 - 
 
  

Post School Qualifications 2006 

Percentage of total population aged 15 years and over with post school 
qualifications % 52.8 
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Social Indicators Hume 
Comparison 

Perceptions of Safety 86.1% of residents feel safe or very safe walking alone 
in their local area after dark  

73.6% 

Community 
connectedness 

80.5% of residents felt part of their community  
 
94.7% of residents reported that they could definitely 
get help from friends, family or neighbours when they 
needed it  

76.4% 
 

91.8% 

Subjective wellbeing Rating of 79.7 on their satisfaction with their lives on a 
number of domains resulting in an aggregated 
Personal Wellbeing Index ranging between 0-100.  

78.5 

Volunteerism 48.5% of residents reported that they had helped out 
as a volunteer  

48% 

Adequate work life 
balance 

53% of residents felt that they had a good balance of 
work and family 

53.6% 

Participation in Arts & 
Cultural events 

46.3% of residents had participated in at least one of 
the selected artistic and cultural activities in the 
previous month 

44.9% 

Community acceptance 
of diverse culture 

86.4% of persons agreed or strongly agreed that 
cultural diversity is a good thing for a society  

82.9% 

Level of Crime  Against the person = 652 (per 100,000 pop in 2010-11)  
Against property = 3 274 (as above) 
(Victoria Police, 2011. See 
www.communityindicators.net.au/wellbeing_reports/mansfield)  

Person: 935 
Property:3 

952 

Participation in citizen 
engagement 

81.2% 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 

64.6% 
 
 

Destinations of school 
leavers aged 15-19 

71.7% of 15-19 year-old school leavers are fully 
engaged in work and study activities 
 
9.7% of 15-19 year-old school leavers are disengaged, 
that is, are not involved in any work or study activities 
at all 
(ABS, 2006 Census) 

62.3% 
 

19.8% 

 
Community Indicators Victoria (2007) 

http://www.communityindicators.net.au/wellbeing_reports/mansfield
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2.3.2. Mansfield On Track Data (2011) 
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2.3.3. Mansfield Student Survey Data 
 
This data presented below is based on a survey conducted at Mansfield Secondary College 
of Year 9 and Year 12 students. There were responses from 54 Year 9 and 50 year 12 
students. The survey attempts to understand student’s attitudes to school completion, their 
aspiration to higher education and the influences of family, school and community on their 
attitudes to school completion and sense of place within Mansfield. 
 
 
School Completion 

 
 

Year 9       Year 12 
 
In Mansfield there is a strong aspiration to complete Year 12 indicated. Of the 54 Year 9 
students surveyed 87% indicated their aim as Year 12 completion, 2% completion of year 10 
and 9% finishing school at Year 11. The desire to complete Year 12 was clearly expressed 
qualitatively through the focus group data. The Year 9 students interviewed indicated a desire 
to stay at school to complete Year 12 and pursue training and education beyond that point. 
The majority of these students demonstrated interest in pursuing carers requiring higher 
education. Naturally nearly 98% of Year 12 students intended to complete Year 12.    
 
 
Higher education Aspiration 

 
 

         Year 9          Year 12 
 
This is the core question focussing on aspiration of young people towards higher education. 
At Year 9 17% of respondents indicated a clear preference for TAFE/VET study, 17% 
indicated a desire to undertake a trade apprenticeship, 11% wished to cease education 
altogether and 54% indicated a desire to continue with some form of higher education. Of this 
54%, 30% indicated a clear preference for full or part time study directly from school with 24% 
indicating a desire to defer study to either work or travel. 
 
At year 12 78% or respondents indicated a desire to pursue higher education with 30% 
interested in studying straight out of school and 48% wishing to defer for travel or work. Of the 
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remaining respondents 10% wished to undertake apprenticeship training, 6% wished to study 
in a TAFE / VET setting and 4% indicated a desire to cease education and training altogether. 
This indicates a clear preference among the young people surveyed in Mansfield to pursue 
education and training beyond school, with a significant majority wishing to pursue higher 
education. This situation was reinforced qualitatively through focus group interviews with 
students at year 9 and 12.  
 
There does not appear to be a clear problem with aspiration to higher education evident in 
this case, rather a gap between expressed desire and actual participation in higher education. 
The high levels of students both at Year 9 and year 12 expressing the intention to defer study 
to pursue either work or study may be an indicator that although aspiration exists it may not 
be translate to participation due to barriers experienced by young people and their families.  
 
In the Year 9 and 12 focus groups students expressed concern over cost of higher education, 
fearfulness about relocating to study in metropolitan locations and lack of access to 
information about higher education study as being possible reasons to defer study. The 
current Youth Allowance independence requirements were a significant reason cited to defer. 
 
 
Confidence in achieving desired post-school life 

  
 

     Year 9     Year 12 
 
This graph summarises the level of confidence that young people indicated they held in 
achieving their first choice as indicated in the previous graph. Overall most young people at 
both year levels indicated at least a moderate level of confidence that they would be able to 
achieve their post-year 12 choice. At year 9 98% of students were at least somewhat 
confident that they would achieve their choice and at year 12 94% of students were at least 
confident of achieving their choice. This would indicate that a significant proportion of 
students were not only aspiring to participate in higher education but also had a level of 
confidence that this would become a reality for them. This view was reflected in the year 9 
and 12 focus groups with students being able to clearly articulate their future educational 
trajectories as distinct possibilities. 
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Influences over school completion 
 
This data reflects the influences on young people’s decision making about when they were to 
leave secondary school.  Young people were surveyed on the influence of parents, peers and 
teachers on their decision to stay at school. 
 
 
Influence of Parents  

 
     Year 9     Year 12 

Parents were the most influential group with 84% of year 12 students and 96% of Year 9 
students indicating that their parents were influential to some extent on their decision on when 
to leave school.  
 
 
Influence of Teachers  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Teachers were the next most significant influence on young people’s decision on school 
leaving with 83% of Year 9 students and 72% of year 12 students indicating that teachers had 
at least some influence over their decision making. 

 
 

Influence of Peers  

  
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Somewhat interestingly peers had the least influence over school leaving with 68% of year 12 
students indicating that peers had at least some influence and 70% of year 9 students were 
influenced to some degree by peers. 
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Support and Influences on thinking about education and the future  
 
This section of the survey aimed to understand the level to which young people feel 
supported by school, family and the community during their educational journey. 
 
 
Parental encouragement to do well at school  

 
 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Young people indicated a strong sense that they were generally encouraged by their parents 
to do well at school. In Year 9 96% of students felt that their parents encouraged them to do 
well and in year 12 this was 86%. Of the year 12 sample only 4% felt that their parents didn’t 
encourage then and 10% indicated a neutral response. 
 
 
Education is important to my town  

 
 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This data indicated the degree to which young people felt that education was important to 
their town. Of the year 12 students 64% indicated they thought that their town thought 
education was important, with 28% holding a neutral view and 8% disagreeing, 63% of year 9 
students felt their town valued education with 35% having a neutral perspective and 2% 
disagreeing.  
 
Interestingly, students at both year levels are more certain about the value that their parents 
place on their education than their town does. 
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My town community is a supportive place  

 
 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether their town was seen as a supportive place for young people 
and of Year 9 students 67% agreed, 4% disagreed and 29% held a neutral view. This 
perspective is mirrored by the Year 12 responses with 64% indicating the town was 
supportive, 4% disagreeing and 32% holding a neutral perspective. 
 
 
I think education is important  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
On the question of whether education was important to them the Year 9 and 12 students 
again spoke quite clearly. In Year 9 93% of students indicated that education was important to 
them to some degree and 96% of Year 12 students also agreed.  
 

 
The town community encourages me to get involved  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This question focussed on the degree to which young people felt that their community 
encouraged them to be involved. Of the year 12 students surveyed 40% felt they were 
encouraged to participate, 48% offered a neutral response and 12% disagreed. This 
perspective was largely reflected in the responses of Year 9 students with 15% indicating that 
they felt that they were not encouraged to be involved, 48% feeling that they were 
encouraged and 37% offering a neutral response. 
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People in my town encourage me to finish Year 12  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This question asks whether the young people feel that their town encourages them to finish 
Year 12. Of the year 12 students surveyed 52% agreed that the town did encourage them to 
complete Year 12 while 68% of year 9 students agreed. 9% of year 9 and 12% of Year 12 
students felt that the town did not encourage Year 12 completion, with a significant number 
taking a neutral position.  
 
 
My school encourages students to finish year 12  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether their school encouraged them to finish Year 12. Of the year 12 
students surveyed 82% agreed and 8% disagreed and 89% of Year 9 students agreed and 
4% disagreed. 
 
 
I prefer to stay in my home town when I finish school  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether they would prefer to stay in their home town when the finish 
school, 37% of year 9 students indicated they wished to and 39% disagreed, 26% of year 12 
students agreed and 58% indicated a desire to leave.  
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I see a real future for myself in this town  

 
       

 Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked if they saw a future for themselves in the town. 24% of Year 12 students 
indicated that they did and 50% suggested that they didn’t see a future in Mansfield. Year 9 
students remained more optimistic with 35% suggesting they had a future in Mansfield and 
33% disagreeing. 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
This data strongly suggests that young people in Mansfield have strong aspirations towards 
higher education with a significant percentage indicating a desire to engage with higher 
education following completion of Year 12. At both year 9 and Year 12 they express a 
commitment to completion of year 12 and a confidence expressed in attaining their 
educational goals. 
 
This data is interesting in the sense that it is clear that school and family influences are strong 
and young people at Year 9 and 12 feel supported and encouraged to succeed with 
education and pursue completion of year 12 within the school and family contexts. 
 
This feeling of support and encouragement appears to diminish somewhat at a community 
level with both Year 9 and 12 students being less positive about their community’s support for 
education and their future place within Mansfield.  
 
This came through in the Year 9 and 12 focus groups which clearly indicated students felt 
strong encouragement at school and within their family to succeed educationally and that this 
was not felt to same degree from the broader community of Mansfield. A number of students 
indicated a clear desire to remain in Mansfield but understood that there were no 
opportunities to pursue further education and limited opportunities for professional 
employment within the town.  
 
Some students within the focus groups expressed a sense that they may not have been 
valued by the community and that as a whole there was little interest in their educational 
future beyond their families and schools. 
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2.3.4. Mansfield ‘Spidergraph’ Commentary 
 
Community – School Capacity Building for Young people’s Educational Aspiration and 
Destinations 

 
 
The Mansfield ‘Spidergraph’ depicts the town’s measures on nine domains of community – 
school capacity building for young people’s educational aspiration and destinations. The 
Spidergraph uses a five point scale (with 1 being “not at all” through to 5 being “very high”).  
Interviewees rated Mansfield’s participation (the extent to which school and community 
participate in mutual, interdependent and overlapping, reciprocal activities, ventures, events, 
and decision-making) as 4 which is “high”. 
  
The second domain of leadership (the extent of strong leadership to ensure active and 
productive engagement between school and community) scored 4.2 rated between “high” and 
“very high”. 
 
The third domain measures the extent to which extent there is there an organisational 
structure to connect school and community. Respondents scored this domain as a 3.4 
which rated this in the range between “moderate and high”.  
 
Problem assessment – the fourth domain – measures the extent of effective identification 
of problems and concerns, and planning to address these problems and concerns. 
Benalla interviewees scored this domain at  3.6 rating it  between “moderate” and “high”. 
 
Resource mobilisation (the extent to which school and community mobilise resources for 
successful outcomes for young people) was scored at 3 which rated as “moderate”.  
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The ability to ask why (the capacity of school – community members to analyse the roots 
economic, social and political factors impacting on the issues and concerns of young people) 
rated as between  “moderate” and “high” with a score of 3.2.  
 
The seventh domain – links that the school and community have to connect effectively 
with other individuals, agencies, departments and industries in the region and outside 
– rated towards “high” with a score of 3.9.  
 
The capacity of the school and community to engage other outside agencies to 
mobilise resources and generate support was scored at 2.7 which rated between “”little” 
and moderate”. This relatively low score may have been a reflection of Mansfield’s quite self-
contained and self-reliant identity.  
 
The final domain effective program planning and development – rated  “moderate” with a 
score of 3. 
 
The respondents rated Mansfield relatively well across the nine domains indicating fairly good 
levels of capacity building. Particular areas of strength lay in participation and leadership 
which were reflected in the interview data. Areas of relative weakness were identified in 
engaging outside agencies and in program planning and development.   
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2.3.5. Mansfield Interview Data 
 
This town portrait was developed from a series of interviews with people within the Mansfield 
community. The interviews were conducted with 28 people in individual and group interview 
settings in two periods of fieldwork during the project. In Mansfield  twelve students at years 
nine and twelve level at Mansfield Secondary College were interviewed and their insight was 
invaluable is seeking to understand their aspiration to higher education and their sense of 
navigating the process. Other people interviewed during the course of the fieldwork were local 
business people, educators, parents of school aged children and community workers. 
 
In general people in Mansfield were keen to engage in a conversation about education, young 
people and their community. As would be expected a diverse array of viewpoints emerged 
through the interviews, although some key themes did emerge from the fieldwork.  
 
It is fair to say that there is a ‘Mansfield community’ narrative around issues of education, 
young people and community which could be said to represent the broad, general views of 
Mansfield. There are voices of dissent or disagreement around each of the themes identified 
and these have been discussed in the following commentary to ensure that the broader 
discourse is established. It is important to note that the dissenting voices are not just one or 
two research participants and may  vary depending on the theme being discussed. 
   
The key themes to emerge from the fieldwork are: 

1. Mansfield as a strong, cohesive and affluent community 
2. Mansfield is a community interested and engaged in education 
3. Young people aspire to higher education 
4. Relationship with local business 

 
Mansfield as a strong, cohesive and affluent community 
 
The key theme to emerge from the research interviews is that Mansfield perceives itself as a 
strong, cohesive and affluent community. There is significant evidence to support this 
perspective in the mainstream life of Mansfield and most people interviewed made positive 
commentary about an active sporting and cultural life, strong capacity to operate and mobilise 
at a grass roots level and the existence of a strong local economy. There is a strong sense 
through interview data that this is not just a bland representation of an artificial sense of 
community or echoes of an historical past – rather based in a reality of community life and a 
sense of pride in what Mansfield is and represents. 
 

Mansfield’s divorce from Benalla was about self determination and we are 
a society of people who know what they want and will work to get it….’ – 
community leader 

 
Expressions of this sense of community extend to a strong narrative of acceptance of young 
people, an interest in their future and creating spaces for them in the life of the town. This is 
most strongly reflected in the role of young people in sport and the arts, their participation in 
the local economy through providing a part time and seasonal work force and a sense of pride 
expressed in their achievements. 
 

Young people appear valued in the community and engaged in community 
activity….families and teenagers out and about and the town is relatively 
safe….no teenagers hanging out.. or young people hanging around (with 
nothing to do)….lots of sport or cultural activities…lots of places to hang 
out, have coffee…meet friends….. – Mansfield resident 
 
Strong parent support…..swim meets each kid has a parent 
there….football…parents and grandparents there…don’t see that with 
other towns like Benalla, Yea and Shepp. – local educator 
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Where the mainstream view of life in Mansfield certainly projects a strong sense of community 
based in shared values and grass roots involvement there were some important counter 
narratives to this expressed by research participants.  The two key alternate stories are from 
new comers to the town and those who could be identified as disadvantaged. Both of these 
alternative stories have strong themes of exclusion based on difference and perhaps not 
conforming to the model of community projected by ‘mainstream Mansfield’. 
 
Newcomers typically expressed some difficulty in breaking into Mansfield society, it is difficult 
to make friends and join in the life of the community. There is a sense of needing to 
demonstrate that you will conform to the values of Mansfield before you are accepted as one 
of their own. 
 

Depends on who you are…those who are connected and engaged and a 
small component who are not so engaged – newcomer. 
 
There is Mansfield royalty…..long term families..4 or 5 
generations…welcoming on a fairly superficial level and if you stick around 
and are interested in what they are in you may be let in…. We are finding it 
hard to put down roots and if it doesn’t improve we will be moving next 
March….people are busy and have their own networks and its tricky to find 
where you fit in…you can’t break in on their history…. – new resident 

 
Those at the social margins in Mansfield are largely invisible in the mainstream narrative and 
when referred to are often referred to as ‘dysfunctional families’. Those living in public 
housing for example see themselves as outsiders looking in to life in Mansfield. They do not 
see themselves as recipients of the economic and social advantages of living there and 
struggle for a place in the life of the town. 
 
One public housing resident put it this way: 

 
There are Jeep and Commodore people in Mansfield. If you are a Jeep 
person you are ok and fit in…if you are a Commodore person you don’t 
exist….. You only have to make one mistake in the community and you’re 
wasted for life…. 
 

There was another associated theme that the young people from these ‘dysfunctional’ 
families are viewed as somewhat ‘untidy’ and that processes are put in place to remedy this. 
One local community worker described the genesis of the Youth Engagement Program (YEP) 
thus: 
 

Kids hanging around the streets...playing truant…it was a source of 
concern for people they didn’t like the look of it so the school tried to find a 
solution – community worker 
 
In the Hume Region Mansfield has half the level of youth 
disengagement…truancy, vandalism, youth internment, petty crime….YEP 
has taken kids who were hanging around the street…. – community leader 
 

  
It is important to note that the particular community worker viewed this as a positive step and 
good motivation to implement the program. Another community based worker views the 
program somewhat differently: 
 

YEP is babysitting….it will be talked up as a highlight of the school 
program….literacy and numeracy are not happening…reengagement with 
school not happening… it has enormous community support…[and 
represents] a rose coloured view. 

 
Although the latter part of this discussion has presented a non-mainstream perspective it is 
important to do so. This is done to attempt to present a more complete view of community life 
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in Mansfield and does not detract from the overriding perception among those interviewed 
that Mansfield has a strong sense of local community based on participation, grass roots 
activity and shared values. 
 
Mansfield is a community interested and engaged in education 
 
The clear story presented by the interview data is that Mansfield is a community which 
strongly supports education and views it as very important for the future of young people. 
There was not a dissenting voice in the data to this question. All research interviews indicated 
that people see education as important and that Mansfield as a community understands this. 
Most interview participants were able to point towards some areas of educational 
achievement or innovation in Mansfield and indicated a level of pride or satisfaction with this. 
 
Mansfield boasts three primary schools, a secondary school and a specialist autism school 
which interview participants saw as impressive for a town of Mansfield’s size. The primary 
schools are a state primary school, a catholic primary school and a Steiner school.   
 

I think we’re very lucky to have three primary schools…catholic, state and 
steiner…..there is something about the area that attracts people who have 
a mindset that value education....people with fertile minds and different 
ideas….Mansfield is a fertile ground for having ideas and getting things 
done – community worker. 

 
[The] Autistic school provides us with some empathy for people who are 
different and the community responds well…..people come and live here 
because of the Steiner school…and this adds to our creativity – community 
leader  
 
Mansfield has a great relationship with the education… – Mansfield 
resident 
  

Another point of some pride in Mansfield is that Mansfield Secondary College has the largest 
School Based Apprenticeship (SBA) program in the state. This is seen as evidence of an 
effective partnership between the school and local business community and an example of 
the business community’s commitment to education. 
 

Our school is connected well with business through SBA…. – community 
worker 
 
SBA – alternate interest…other mentorship…work with adults….step away 
with pocket money and get a nest egg for the future….apply for work and 
gives a stronger start if they move to the city…an ATAR bonus…huge 
benefit, created strong social bonds between the youth, business and the 
community….makes for quite a cohesive community. – community leader 

 
This does not mean that the SBA is without its critics. A number of research participants 
expressed the view that they felt the SBA program had the capacity to deflect the aspiration of 
young people towards higher education through engaging them with paid employment in 
vocational and business settings.  
  

I think this [SBA] may have detrimental impacts on young people going to 
university…interacting with adults. earning income.. $9 per hour…this will 
skew they view of staying at school, doing VCE and going on to uni. It will 
come at a cost to kids going to university – community leader 

 
It is important to note that this perspective is not necessarily reflected in the attitudes of young 
people who generally enjoyed the SBA experience, found it beneficial but did not believe it 
was a strong influence on their desire to explore other educational opportunities. 
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Did [vocational area removed] ….it didn’t influence what I was doing when I 
finish school – year 12 student 

 
The secondary college provides a clear model of education for young people which aims to 
provide them with the maximum opportunity to explore a full range of educational outcomes. 
There is a strong emphasis on maximising options for subject selection in VCE and a 
commitment to offering students vocationally oriented programs. There is generally strong 
support for this approach expressed in the interviews by people throughout the community.  
 
There is some criticism of the vocational educational model adopted at the secondary college 
as it is seen to stream young people into vocational education at an early age. 
 

I have observed that the secondary college is that there has been a policy, 
movement where if the kids aren’t educationally minded and vocational 
side has developed over the last 5 years…identification at an early age of 
kids into the vocational area…setting them up for seasonal work…. – 
community worker  

 
One of the striking aspects of the discussion of education in Mansfield was the number of 
parents who indicated their children were attending boarding school or the number of 
research participants who discussed boarding school in some way. Most parents of young 
people attending boarding school saw boarding school as a way of removing their children 
from less positive peer groups or extending their children educationally. There is an 
acknowledgement that the more young people who leave Mansfield to attend boarding school 
the more ‘residualised’ this leaves the local secondary college. There is a sense that those 
who leave town for boarding school represent a more aspirational cohort of young people. 
 

[reasons for attending boarding school] ….peer influence….just cruise 
around and do other things…not surrounded by other people doing 
university….people he is mixing with didn’t have that priority….no 
choice…one option for high school unless you go to boarding 
school…more people choose boarding school option they lose a cohort 
who are positive role models and this drops scores etc… – community 
leader 

 
A lot of kids go to boarding school…partly based on tradition...a number of 
farming families…kids go to Assumption College. Geelong 
Grammar…Caufield Grammar, kids can take their horses to St 
Pauls…there is a sense that this is not impacting on standards 
locally…surprised if more that 10% of kids go to boarding school. – 
community leader 

 
The Mansfield Adult and Community Education Centre (MACE) provides a range of 
educational programs including Adult Community and Further Education funded programs, 
VET courses, migrant literacy and diploma programs that articulate into university 
qualifications. There appears to be widespread appreciation of the work at MACE in the 
Mansfield community.  
 
 
Young People in Mansfield Aspire to Higher Education 
 
This represents one of the key questions being addressed in the research project and in 
some sense yielded an interesting result. There was a very clear and unambiguous statement 
from the young people spoken to in the focus groups in both Year 9 and 12 that they aspire to 
higher education. Each of the focus groups consisted of six students at each year level and 
there was a very clear sense that the majority of the young people in each group aspired to 
engage with higher education in some way. Both focus groups were seen to be fairly typical 
students in the school at Year 9 and 12 levels. 
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The following represents the response from the six Year Nine students: 
 

Want to go to Dookie and do a diploma…maybe equine studies…. 
 
I’d like to be a vet or park ranger…have to do science or maths and go to 
uni 
 
I’d like to go to university and do something sporty or sciency….Mum went 
to uni and said it was fun 
 
Video game design, basically computer science….don’t know where I want 
to go 
 
Want to be a musician or a pilot… 
 
Want to go to university and get a degree in physics or engineering 

 
At year nine level there was little sophistication about exploring the requirements of courses 
or where they may study beyond ‘googling’ or talking to parents or teachers. There is a clear 
statement of aspiration. 
 
The following represents the aspirations of the Year 12 students interviewed: 
 

Anything except primary school teaching….health science or 
engineering….a bit undecided…applying for uni and then see where it 
goes from there…applied for uni all over.. 
 
Probably engineering or science at RMIT 
 
I want to do property development at Deakin in Burwood… 
 
I’m pretty undecided…I like arts and science so I’ll do arts/science…I’m 
taking a year off and thinking about it…. 
 
I want to do civil engineering, maybe mechanical at Deakin Geelong…. 
 
Psychology at La Trobe… 

 
The year 12 students showed a greater level of sophistication in terms of seeking information 
regarding higher education, which included internet searches, careers teachers, parents, 
teachers and open days as sources of information.  
 
During the interview process a number of adults provided some commentary about why 
young people in Mansfield did have what they perceived as strong aspirations to higher 
education. There were two main theories espoused. The first of these is that in lieu of other 
sources of ‘aspiration’ this is derived from parents and this may limit the worldview of young 
people and that secondly that young people do not have local professional or higher 
education qualified role models to influence their aspiration. 
 

Parental aspirations drive aspirations….young people don’t have other role 
models…they don’t see high income from graduates…they see young 
tradies with a new ute and see this as being significant – community leader 

 
 
Relationship with Local Business 
 
Almost all of the young people interviewed had part time work and there was a strong sense 
that any young person who wanted work were able to obtain it. This work was generally in 
local supermarkets, cafes or ‘on the mountain’ (Mt Buller). Young people generally thought 
that there was a good relationship between young people and the business community and 
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that local business was generous in their support. Young people generally felt that the 
prosperity of Mansfield was shared with them. 
 

Lots of cafes…lots of part time work…2 supermarkets…work on the 
mountain…lots of choice for part-time work… – local resident 

  
Everybody is really supportive of what we do….recently I supported Project 
49 and local businesses were generous with providing prizes…. - young 
person 
 

This good feeling about the relationship between local business and the broader community is 
echoed in the views of other research participants.  
 

Mansfield has a unique relationship based on a strong relationship with the 
business community…  – Mansfield resident  

 
Some young people have a more critical eye on the relationship between local business and 
young people which is impressive in its thinking. There is a sense of young people being 
important to local business as a source of seasonal labour. 
 

Not many places are in the position of Mansfield where there’s the 
mountain its desirable for the young people who live here stay here – Year 
9 student 

 
 
There is a sense forming among some members of the local community that the easy 
relationship between the business community and the broader local community may be 
changing with the first incursion of a nationally based business into Mansfield. 
 

Country Target will be the first retail business that is not owned by a local business 
person….they need to report back to head office on a spread sheet…they don’t have 
the same stake. – community leader. 

 

2.3.6. Conclusion 
 
Overall there was a strong sense through the interview data that young people in Mansfield 
had strong aspirations to higher education. The focus groups with young people at Years 9 
and 12 made this clear. Most young people interviewed indicated a desire to engage with 
higher education in some form when they completed secondary schooling. 
 
Most people considered Mansfield a town which supported education. The diversity of primary 
school options and the Autism School are provided as evidence of this, as are the successful 
SBA program and the work of MACE. There was some debate about the vocational education 
emphasis at the secondary college and the impact and drivers of YEP. 
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2.4. Wangaratta 

2.4.1. Town Profile 
 
Population profile 2006 2010 

Persons no. 27 333 28 938 

Children - 0 to 14 years % 20.0 18.6 

Youth - 15 years to 24 years % 11.9 11.9 

Young adults - 25 years to 34 years % 10.7 10.6 

Adults - 35 years to 64 years % 13.7 40.6 

Persons - 65 years + % 8.3 18.3 

Households no. 10 191 - 

Couple families with children under 15 and/or dependent 
students 

no. 2 530 - 

One parent families with children under 15 and/or 
dependent students 

no. 757 - 

Total families no. 7 268  
 

 
Economic profile 2009 2010 

Unemployed persons no. 548 836 

Unemployment rate % 4.2 5.8 

Average taxable income (taxable and non-taxable 
individuals) 

$ 35 454 - 

Parenting Payment - Single no. 478 469 

Youth Allowances no. - 570 

Average Wage and salary income $ 35 712 - 

Average Own unincorporated business income $ 10 054 - 

Managers % 8.9 - 

Professionals % 18.4 - 

Tradespersons and Related Workers % 11.4 - 

Community and Personal Service Workers % 9.9 - 

Clerical and Administrative Workers % 15.0 - 

Sales Workers % 8.1 - 

Machinery Operators and Drivers % 7.1 - 

Labourers % 15.1 - 

Not Stated % 6.0 - 
 
  

Post school qualifications 2006 

Percentage of total population aged 15 years and over with post school 
qualifications  % 47.6 
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Wangaratta: Social Indicators Hume 
Comparison 

Perceptions of 
Safety 

81.5% of residents feel safe or very safe walking alone in 
their local area after dark  

73.6% 

Community 
connectedness 

75.9% of residents felt part of their community  
 
88.2% of residents reported that they could definitely get 
help from friends, family or neighbours when they needed 
it  

76.4% 
 

91.8% 

Subjective 
wellbeing 

Rating of 79 on their satisfaction with their lives on a 
number of domains resulting in an aggregated Personal 
Wellbeing Index ranging between 0-100.  

78.5 

Volunteerism 52% of residents reported that they had helped out as a 
volunteer  

48% 

Adequate work life 
balance 

55.4% of residents felt that they had a good balance of 
work and family 

53.6% 

Participation in Arts 
& Cultural events 

50.1% of residents had participated in at least one of the 
selected artistic and cultural activities in the previous 
month 

44.9% 

Community 
acceptance of 
diverse culture 

87.8% of persons agreed or strongly agreed that cultural 
diversity is a good thing for a society  

82.9% 

Level of Crime  Against the person = 1 002 (per 100,000 pop in 2010-11)  
Against property 3 528 (as above) 
(Victoria Police, 2011. See 
www.communityindicators.net.au/wellbeing_reports/mansfield) 

Person: 935 
Property:3 952 

Participation in 
citizen 
engagement 

73.2% 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 

64.6% 
 
 

Destinations of 
school leavers 
aged 15-19 

61.4% of 15-19 year-old school leavers are fully engaged 
in work and study activities 

62.3% 

18.1% of 15-19 year-old school leavers are disengaged, 
that is, are not involved in any work or study activities at 
all 
(ABS, 2006 Census) 

19.8% 

 
Community Indicators Victoria (2007) 

http://www.communityindicators.net.au/wellbeing_reports/mansfield
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2.4.2. Wangaratta On Track Data (2011) 
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2.4.3. Wangaratta Student Survey Data 
 
This data presented below is based on a survey conducted at Wangaratta High School of 
Year 9 and Year 12 students. There were responses from eleven Year 9 and six Year 12 
students. It must be acknowledged that this is a very small sample size and the interpretation 
of the data should be treated as speculative at best. Only two students were interviewed and 
they were high performing and highly aspirational and potentially do not inform the study from 
a qualitative perspective. 
 
All students surveyed were enrolled in government schools and there was no input from the 
independent or catholic school sector. 
 
The survey attempts to understand student’s attitudes to school completion, their aspiration to 
higher education and the influences of family, school and community on their attitudes to 
school completion and sense of place within Wangaratta. 
 
 
School completion intention 

  
    Year 9       Year 12 
 
In Wangaratta  there was a strong aspiration to complete year 12 indicated by young people 
at Year 9 and 12. In Year 12 100% of students surveyed indicated an interest in completing 
Year 12 and at Year 9 this was 91%. 
 
 
Higher education Aspiration 

 
         Year 9          Year 12 

 
This is the core question focussing on aspiration of young people toward higher education. At 
Year 9 9% of respondents indicated a wish to undertake a trades apprenticeship, 9% wished 
to cease study and work full time and 82% indicated a desire to undertake higher education 
study in some form. This was broken down as 55% wished to study full time, 9% part time, 
9% wished to defer and work and 9% wished to defer to work and travel.  
 
At Year 12 83% of respondents indicated a desire to study full time in a higher education 
setting while 17% wished to leave school, cease study and pursue full time work.  
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Although this is a very small sample it is interesting to note that no students indicated a desire 
to study in the TAFE/VET sector  
 
This sample of students at year 9 and 12 in Wangaratta does not indicate a problem with 
aspiration towards higher education. There is an indication that there is not an issue with 
aspiration towards higher education rather a gap between aspiration and participation which 
needs to be explored further perhaps through a lens of structural barriers. 
 
 
Confidence in achieving desired post-school life  
 

 
        Year 9     Year 12 
 
This graph summarises the level of confidence that young people indicated they held in 
achieving their first choice indicated in the discussion above. At Year 12 level all students 
indicated at least some degree of confidence that they would achieve their preferred post-
year 12 trajectory. This level of confidence was also reflected in the Year 9 responses.  
 
This would suggest that not only are students indicating a desire to undertake higher 
education they are exhibiting a confidence that this will be a reality for them.   
 
 
Influences over school completion 
 
This data reflects the influences on young people’s decision making about when they were to 
leave secondary school.  Young people were surveyed on the influence of parents, peers and 
teachers on their decision to stay at school. 
 
 
Influence of Parents  

 
     Year 9     Year 12 

 
At Year 12 83% of students responding to the survey indicated that their parents views were 
influential in them deciding when to leave school. This was reflected in the Year 9 
respondents with 91% indicating that their parent’s views influenced them to some extent. 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 

96 

Influence of Teachers  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
At year 12 teachers’ influence on the decision of when to finish school was the least 
significant with 67% indicating that this was important to some extent. Conversely, Year 9 
students indicated that teachers influence rated second behind parents with 63% indicating 
that teachers’ views were important. 
 
 
Influence of Peers  

 

 
        Year 9      Year 12 
 
Among Year 9 students the views of peers were least influential in making the decision 
around when to leave school with 54% seeing this as important to some extent. Year 12 
students responding to the survey saw peers as equally influential with their parents with 83% 
indicating that they were in some way influential.  
 
 
Support and Influences on thinking about education and the future  
 
This section of the survey aimed to understand the level to which young people feel 
supported by school, family and the community during their educational journey. 
 
 
Parental encouragement to do well at school  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
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The students surveyed in Wangaratta indicated that they have a strong sense that their 
parents encourage them to do well at school with 83% strongly agreeing at year 12 and 72% 
strongly agreeing at Year 9.  
 
 
Education is important to my town 

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Of the Year 12 students responding to this question 67% agreed to some extent that the town 
saw education as important, 54% of Year 9 students agreed. It is interesting to note that 33% 
of Year 9 students provided a neutral response to this question. 
 
 
My town community is a supportive place  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether their town was seen as a supportive place and of Year 9 
students 45% of young people agreed to some extent, 36% offered a neutral response, 9% 
disagreed and 9% declined to answer. This perspective is reflected in the Year 12 responses 
with 50% of students seeing the town as supportive, 17% offering a neutral response and 
33% disagreeing.  
 
 
I think education is important  

 

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
On the question of the importance of education the respondents were unequivocal with 83% 
of Year 12 students and 90% of Year 9 students indicating a personal view that they think 
education is important.  
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The town community encourages me to get involved  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This question focussed on whether young people felt that they were encouraged to be 
involved in the community. Of the Year 12 students surveyed 50% agreed, with 33% offering 
a neutral response and 17% disagreeing. Among Year 9 students 36% agreed, 55% offered a 
neutral response and 9% did not respond. 
 
 
People in my town encourage me to finish Year 12  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
This question asks whether the students believe that their town encourages them to complete 
Year 12. Of the Year 12 students surveyed 83% agree to some extent and 17% provided a 
neutral response and at year 9, 36% agreed, 36% offered a neutral response, 18% disagreed 
and 9% offered no response. This identified a potential difference in attitude between Year 9 
and 12 in Wangaratta. 
 
 
My school encourages students to finish year 12  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether their school encouraged them to complete Year 12. At Year 9 
55% offered a neutral response, 36% agreed strongly and 9% offered no response, among 
Year 12 respondents 100% agreed to some extent. 
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I prefer to stay in my home town when I finish school  

 
       Year 9      Year 12 
 
Students were asked whether they preferred to stay in their home town when they had 
finished school. Of the Year 12 respondents 67% indicated that they prefer not to stay in 
Wangaratta, 17% offered a neutral response and 17% indicated a strong willingness to stay. 
The Year 9 respondents indicated some uncertainty about the question with 45% offering a 
neutral response, 36% indicating a desire not to live in their home town, 9% showing a strong 
preference for staying and 9% offering no response. 
 
 
I see a real future for myself in this town 

 
Year 9      Year 12 

 
This question required respondents to consider whether they could see a real future for 
themselves in this town. The Year 12 participants were clear in their response with 67% 
indicating that they did not see a real future for themselves and 33% offered a neutral 
response – not a single student agreed with the statement. The Year 9 participants indicated 
some uncertainty again with 64% offering a neutral response, 18% disagreeing, 9% indicating 
that they do see a future in Wangaratta and 9% not responding.  
 
 
 
Summary 
 
This data tends to suggest that young people in Wangaratta have aspirations toward pursuing 
university study with a significant percentage indicating a desire to engage with higher 
education following completion of Year 12. At both Year 9 and Year 12 level students are 
indicating a commitment to completion of schooling to Year 12 and a level of confidence in 
realising their planned educational trajectory. Students are supported by family and school in 
achieving their educational goals and their attitudes to education have been influenced by 
family, teachers and peers. 
 
This is at odds with a suggestion that students do not have aspirations to engage in higher 
education it is indicative of a gap between aspiration and participation which may be based on 
structural barriers rather than lack of desire to participate.  
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2.4.4. Wangaratta ‘Spidergraph’ Commentary 

 
The Wangaratta  ‘Spidergraph’ depicts the town’s measures on nine domains of community – 
school capacity building for young people’s educational aspiration and destinations. The 
Spidergraph uses a five point scale (with 1 being “not at all” through to 5 being “very high”).  
Interviewees rated Wangaratta’s participation (the extent to which school and community 
participate in mutual, interdependent and overlapping, reciprocal activities, ventures, events, 
and decision-making) as 3.4 which is between “moderate” and “high”.  
 
The second domain of leadership (the extent of strong leadership to ensure active and 
productive engagement between school and community) scored 3.3 rated between 
“moderate” and “high”. 
 
The third domain measures the extent to which extent there is there an organisational 
structure to connect school and community. Respondents scored this domain as a 2.9 
which rated this almost at “moderate”.  
 
Problem assessment – the fourth domain – measures the extent of effective identification 
of problems and concerns, and planning to address these problems and concerns. 
Benalla interviewees scored this domain at 3.5 rating it between “moderate” and “high”. 
 
Resource mobilisation (the extent to which school and community mobilise resources for 
successful outcomes for young people) was scored at 3.8 which rated as between “moderate” 
and “high”.  
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The ability to ask why (the capacity of school – community members to analyse the roots 
economic, social and political factors impacting on the issues and concerns of young people) 
rated as between  “little” and “moderate” with a score of 2.8.  
 
The seventh domain – links that the school and community have to connect effectively 
with other individuals, agencies, departments and industries in the region and outside 
– rated just above “high” with a score of 4.1.  
 
The capacity of the school and community to engage other outside agencies to 
mobilise resources and generate support was scored at 3.7 which rated between 
“moderate” and “high”.  
 
The final domain effective program planning and development – rated “moderate” with a 
score of 3. 
 
The respondents rated Wangaratta relatively well across the nine domains indicating good 
levels of capacity building. The area of relative weakness was identified as the ability to ask 
why? 
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2.4.5. Wangaratta Interview Data 
 
This portrait was generated from in-depth interviews with a network sample of 19 people 
living, studying and/or working in Wangaratta. Despite repeated efforts to engage young 
people in interviews, only two Year 12 students were interviewed. Therefore it should be 
noted that the voice of youth, particularly those most at risk - early school-leavers - is absent 
from this portrait. The summary is based primarily on interviews with adults, consisting of 
community residents, councillors, council staff, small and large business operators and 
employees, welfare sector staff, voluntary sector staff, and school staff. 
 
Recurrent themes, and some significant contradictions, emerged from the data. The themes 
are clustered around: 
 

1. Youth in Wangaratta are “spoilt for choice” 
2. Aspiration is alive and well but there are many barriers  
3. TAFE vs university 
4. Schools in Wangaratta have a fence around them 
5. Local industry is disengaged from its youth 
6. The community has high intentions 

 
 
1. Youth in Wangaratta are “spoilt for choice” 
 
A consistent message emerging from interviews was that Wangaratta provides youth with 
“endless” opportunities in terms of education and youth support. Many and varied alternative 
education options were reported to exist in both private and public sectors, and not just at 
university-level. Educational opportunities that were consistently named as unique to 
Wangaratta and of importance in the local community and its capacity to support youth and 
re-engagement with education were Borinya, The Centre and the Technical Education Centre 
partnership between TAFE and Wangaratta High School. Upcoming partnerships between 
community and state organisations were also presented as unique and positive youth 
engagement strategies include a trade training centre partnership between Borinya and Galen 
Catholic College, and a Youth Health Centre at Wangaratta High School.  
 

There should be no reason why any student shouldn’t go through to 
complete VCE or its equivalent. 

 
The dominant narrative about youth options in Wangaratta is that the town is well-equipped 
for young people educationally and socially, with strong sporting facilities, community 
involvement and opportunities. A prevailing attitude particularly in the education sector 
interviewees was that it is “just a matter of kids taking them up” (the options); an attitude that 
suggests responsibility lies with youth alone to engage with the options available to them. 
Those working in the youth support sector presented a contrasting message that despite the 
existence of numerous youth support services such as NESAY, which identify issues early 
and connect young people and their families to services in Wangaratta, it is still: 

 
easy for kids to fall through the cracks… number of kids are at risk of 
disengaging and some schools can hook them back in… but you have to 
persevere. 
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There are some young people who are not relating to mainstream school 
and were missing out on opportunities for the rest of their life because 
people know that your education does affect you for the rest of your life. 

 
Youth engagement was reported by interviewees as being high, with only a “small number” 
disengaged from education, although it was acknowledged that exact numbers were difficult 
to identify. 
 
 
2. Aspiration is alive and well but there are many barriers  
 
The discussion about levels of youth aspiration, having been undertaken largely only with 
professional adults, naturally presents a one-sided view of the matter. Generally, the view is 
held that youth aspirations are as high in Wangaratta as in other towns – regional or 
metropolitan – with the main differentiator being the number and complexity of barriers facing 
regionally-based youth. The barriers are clustered in three areas that are inter-linked: 
family/social, affordability/access and economy/industry. 
 
The family and social issues presented as barriers to youth achieving their aspirations include 
home instability and dysfunction, poverty and unemployment, lack of family support and 
family breakdown. The majority of interviewees claimed that multiple issues compound in 
some families and impact on the family’s ability to function as a unit. 
 

Issues that they have are quite significant… family, school refusal, 
parents withdrawing kids from school for their own particular needs – 
learning issues, family domestic violence, drug and alcohol issues, the 
list goes on – avoiding systems and the transient nature of some 
people. It’s easy for kids to slip away. 
 
They don’t have a learning difficulty as such… they have the capacity, 
it’s just that they have some other issues (that) as a consequence 
they need a different environment and one that’s more tailored to 
them, and then they respond better. 

 
Parental influence was reported as being a significant influence on youth aspirations and the 
impact of that influence is family-specific. High-performing families were presented as those 
with parents who have strong education values, who encourage children to leave home to 
study and who have higher education qualifications themselves. The contrasting prevalent 
family dynamic was described as that of a broken family unit, often with parents living in 
different houses and youth who play parents off against each other. Also presented was the 
view that some parents don’t have the skills to help their children, and even though they were 
disappointed with their child’s disengagement from education, they didn’t know how to 
address it: 

 
Mum’s usually really keen but doesn’t have the skills to do it (help 
their child) 
 
And the influence that has around family – we’ve come from a 
generation of unemployed family then there’s no push – go back and 
have a go – so you’re working a little bit in isolation there, fighting 
some of that poverty stuff. 
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Parents of lower socioeconomic groups really value education but just 
don’t know how to engage with schools and we find they are very  
keen for us to support and help them to get their young person to stay 
at school and to aspire to tertiary education. So it’s a bit of an urban 
myth that their children don’t go to school because they had a bad 
experience at school. We don’t find that’s so. We find their children 
don’t attend school because of other life-changing events. You know, 
poverty, assault, divorce, drug and alcohol use, housing instability… 
They still have the same hopes and dreams of a white-collar family or 
a professional family.. they have the same aspirations that their 
children can achieve. 
 
Kids that are at the fringe they don’t always feel they can be part of 
that and … it’s about their own perception of themselves and how 
they fit in and whether they think they have something to contribute or 
whether they can get something out of it… It’s a confidence thing, a 
self-esteem thing… 

 
A similar narrative throughout the interviews was that some families don’t have a structured 
approach to bringing up their children, and without parental guidelines, young people didn’t 
have the scaffolding necessary to understand and value education, so were at greater risk of 
disengaging from it. Homelessness and youth mental health issues were also prevalent in the 
interview data, and were often presented in relation to the social influence of poverty and 
long-term (generational) unemployment on a young person’s capacity to undertake further 
education: 
 

Young people in Wangaratta have the same aspirations, and dreams 
and hopes of most people in Victoria. They aspire to the same 
employment opportunities, the same educational opportunities. We 
have a high level of youth who are homeless. We have one of the 
highest regions of homelessness in Victoria per capita. 
 
... the community are daunted by accessing community services – 
and it’s that label stuff – they’re going to judge me or they’re going 
report me to DHS and my child’s going to get taken off me…  There’s 
heaps of shame stuff. And that I see is the barrier. It’s not that the 
community’s not doing it; it comes down to how people feel about 
themselves and how do we help change and shape that as a 
community. And that stuff doesn’t happen overnight, it takes 
generations. 
 
They just cannot afford to do it because their parents can’t afford to 
support them down there and they can’t get employment that is going 
to fit into their study and it becomes all too hard and they say no. 
 
They need money to actually make that transition. It costs money to 
go through university and their families couldn’t support them. 

 
Affordability and access were reported as having a major impact on youth aspirations. 
Interviewees reported that a limited choice of schools and a low profile of higher education 
providers in the local area reduced the number of options for young people to continue 
education. Transport and overcoming geographical distance also featured as a barrier for 
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youth, with the transport system both within town and to nearby towns reported as not 
working. 
 

They want to stay in the region for a range of reasons and one big 
reason is affordability. For a young person leaving the region to go to 
a metro area to university, a barrier immediately for many of them is 
the fact that their family can’t afford it. And that immediately becomes 
a restriction on opportunities for young people living in the region… 
They are looking for a range of opportunities … not only … in terms of 
the different types of education that can be provided, but also the 
range of employment opportunities at the end of that as well which is 
a difficult one to resolve because each area can only accommodate 
certain industries, we can’t be the provider of all. 

 
Moving away from home to undertake further education also presents a major obstacle for 
students living in Wangaratta, for emotional reasons as well as financial: 
 

Moving away from home is also a factor – some see it as an 
adventure and others access regional universities because they are a 
more comfortable environment 
 
She felt that she had lost her nerve in a way, and she had formed 
bonds and her comfort zone around the community and then decided 
that she wouldn’t go because it was all getting a bit hard…All of her 
peer group had formed relationships … and she had basically lost her 
nerve and confidence around going there because there was no peer 
group going with her. 

 
Downturn in local industry and business was also reported as having a significant impact on 
the aspirations of youth through the resulting reduction, or loss, of family income. Not only the 
family unit was reported as being affected by economic factors, but the range and number of 
work experience opportunities available to young people was also reported as being in 
decline due to local industry closure and this was impacting on young people’s options. This 
barrier was described as the general lack of opportunity to experience work in their chosen 
field with local employers. Refer to point five for further observations around local industry and 
business. 
 
 
3. TAFE vs. University 
 
The interview data presents somewhat of a polarised view in the community about the relative 
value of VET and university-level qualifications and education. A clear narrative that emerged 
was that tertiary aspirations “don’t just mean university”. It was consistently reported that 
there is historically strong support for VET qualifications in the community, and that the VET 
focus is a product of the socioeconomic background of people living in and around 
Wangaratta.  
 

Local culture doesn’t support higher education values 
 
Predominant thinking in Wangaratta is that parents are trying to live 
out own failed dreams by encouraging children to go to university - 
see uni as the golden opportunity 
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Thankfully in Wang we have a fair cohort of children going to trades 
and that’s a good thing 
 
University isn’t the holy grail for a lot of people 

 
It is also apparent that access and affordability play a part in young people’s choice to gain a 
TAFE qualification in preference to a university degree, which may be playing a part in the 
higher than state average of TAFE qualifications sought in the region. Indeed, the local 
GOTAFE was consistently presented as being an important feature in Wangaratta’s 
educational landscape, an institution that actively seeks to expand its offerings through 
collaboration with other local educational institutions including universities such as Deakin, La 
Trobe and Charles Sturt University.  
 

We don’t have university access, but a good TAFE system. 
  
Universities are outpricing some of the kids in regional schools … to 
go there straight away when they can get in mature age, when they 
can go do a TAFE course and get some advanced standing…Kids 
might have the ability to do the courses but don’t have the money to 
send them straight away. 
 
There’s certainly identification by young people that not everyone 
wants to go to university and achieve that level of education, however 
there are quite a number who do, and there are quite a number who… 
want to stay in the region. 

 
There is general consensus that the decrease in apprenticeships is having a significant 
negative impact on youth, with the view of school-based apprenticeships being something 
that “saved a lot of students”. Students also presented as strongly identifying with their VCAL 
education in one institution that they had established a uniform and insist on a code of 
appropriate dress amongst their peers.   
 
Despite the apparent divide between higher education and VET, a consistent message 
presented was that the wider community is encouraging of all students to gain a qualification 
of some kind: “Gone are the days kids leave school without a resume” 
 
 
4. Schools in Wangaratta have a fence around them 
 
The picture presented of schools in Wangaratta was contradictory: as being both “hubs of the 
town” and “insular”. There was general consensus that “schools can’t do everything” and 
acknowledgement that individuals at some schools are making significant gains in support for 
youth and that strong leadership is demonstrated in some schools. However a consistent 
message was that while there were notable exceptions, schools could be more engaged with 
the community, particularly in planning for service provision. Schools’ early intervention 
strategies also received criticism, with the view held in some parts of the community that 
schools could provide a greater level of support and a consistent referral strategy for 
vulnerable students to help reconnect them with their education or the other youth support 
services available. 
 

Secondary schools have got that fence around them 
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Some have been out of school for 6/12/18 months before they get this 
opportunity. Schools can only do so much in trying to reconnect to 
them. 
 
(Schools) alienate the community 

 
In contrast, instances of collaborative endeavours between schools and the community, such 
as Borinya and the new Wangaratta High School Youth Health Service, were consistently 
recognised as of importance for the town, not just for the additional support they provided for 
students but also for representing successful models of cross-sectoral collaboration. 
 

I think we are very fortunate in Wangaratta with our educational 
facilities. They’ve identified the need unfortunately for the likes of 
Borinya – and I say unfortunately only because it’s unfortunate there 
are youngsters who are in that predicament. But it is a reality, and I 
think we’ve had a very courageous but also creative thinking 
education sector who have put aside their differences and come 
together to achieve an outcome that they know is needed for young 
people. And I know there’s not too many schools like that around the 
state. 

 
The view in the wider community is that schools are indeed highly influential in students’ 
decisions to complete Year 12, and those collaborative initiatives such as Borinya help 
vulnerable students to stay at school longer:   
 

Those youngsters … (Borinya is) just turning them around. You’ve 
had kids there whose both parents are in jail, and the student is under 
house arrest and the school  has still delivered education to that 
person in their house. So that’s what it’s about. That’s the only way 
you can then empower the young people to make changes in  their life 
if that’s the way they want to do it.  

 
Schools in Wangaratta were also presented as being open to linking with alternatives to 
higher education, such as TAFE, distance education and online TAFE programs, 
traineeships, and apprenticeships leading to further studies. Viewed as a positive 
development, this relatively recent broadening of approach was apparently made in response 
to high levels of university drop-outs. 
 
Another widely-held view was that schools with “drive-in drive-out” staff don’t engage as well 
with the community as those whose staff reside in Wangaratta. Further, staffing options were 
reported as being limited both from school perspective and that of students, with lower 
diversity of subjects able to be offered due to a lack of specialist teachers being available. 
This was reported as a common experience in regional locations, one that was a limiting 
factor on a student’s experience of potential career options. 
 
There appeared a consistent view that students have changed the way they learn, largely as 
a result of the advance of the internet and ease of access to information. Consequently, the 
picture presented was one of an education system that struggles to support different needs 
and students who no longer tolerate the “information transfer” method of learning that schools 
traditionally use. 
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5. Local industry is disengaged from its youth 
 
The dominant picture presented was that local business could do more to connect with youth; 
they are disengaged, despite most schools having industry skills programs. A general 
downturn in local industry due to the global financial crisis was blamed as contributing to 
lower employment opportunities for young people in Wangaratta. Less unskilled work is 
available and a decline in work experience for students has resulted in a narrow range of 
options available to them.  
 
The view was presented that an ageing workforce is acting to discourage youth from entering 
the local workforce, and that business is generally not thinking of succession planning. 
Further, it was suggested that young people don’t feel that connected to local business “to 
know how to approach it or to know what is available”. 
 

I think a lot of them are so focussed on their business... It’s probably 
been a recent thing that they’ve had to start looking at succession 
planning more. And by succession planning I mean looking at the 
inexperience coming in and how they are going to skill those up in 
time for those with experience who are going to be exiting their 
organisation. 

 
A general observation was that more than ever students are working part-time whilst 
completing  secondary school, primarily as a means to topping up pocket money as opposed 
to seeking skill enhancement. 
 
A dominant view held was that the region offers few jobs that require a higher education 
qualification and that jobs in the trades, retail and hospitality are most visible in the 
community. It is thought that health, education and council jobs are the only careers evident in 
the community that require a degree qualification. 
 

 And once upon a time… because young people were very different, I 
think a lot of industries and companies didn’t have to do a great deal 
about that because the attitude of young people towards work was 
different. But now... they are so aware of all the different options they 
are no so easily captured… so I think industry and employers have to 
work a little bit harder to get the message across about what they can 
provide to entice the young people into their organisation. 
 
Consequently some youngsters are either staying on at school and 
continuing studying when perhaps if they had an opportunity they may 
not, or else they are leaving school early and not undertaking the job 
that they want. They are just slipping into something that’s available. 
 

However, the view was also presented that the attitude of business is changing: 
 

Business is moving in right direction – they are realising they have to 
engage youth of today differently; other businesses will follow when 
they see successes 
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6. The community has high intentions 
 
A contradictory picture was presented about community involvement and leadership. The 
community was also presented as “conflicted” about youth; that they are “hard work”. 
Leadership potential was identified as existing in pockets of the community, but a recurring 
theme was that the development of support programs (for example) are largely driven by 
urgency or crisis management rather than strategy; that more symptom management occurs 
than seeking to address the cause of issues. As a result, a theme of issues was said to recur.  
It was evident that there are some very dedicated people in the community working to support 
youth, many voluntarily, however: 
 

it’s the same people doing the same jobs 
 
Individual people and resources (are) there for some of these issues 
but … it’s all about finances and time and how much energy those 
people continue to give. It’s about building that network continually 
because people change jobs… We’ve got that capacity to do that in 
this community, it’s just a matter of sustaining it.  

 
Generally, interviewees spoke of a strong sense of community in Wangaratta and some 
strong links that provide great capacity for support and creative solutions to youth issues. 
However, a dominant message was that the community needs to be educated about the 
options for youth, and be involved in communication about the issues facing youth. 
 

They want to put the shutters down because my home is safe and if I 
think about what is happening out my door then that makes me 
unsafe... It’s far less confronting to live a middle-class lifestyle and 
stay there and socialise with people in that area. 

 
Contradictory views were also presented of the Rural City of Wangaratta: applauded for its 
approach to youth welfare and leadership through the Youth Council and its program of 
activities for youth, and also criticised for apparent disinterest in the “economic voice” of 
youth.  
 

Rural City have come kicking and screaming to the learning around 
town. Up to 10 years ago the council didn’t see any reasons why they 
should be interested in schools at all. That’s changing gradually…. They 
are supportive of vocational training and supporting TAFE in their links 
with universities but … they don’t have a connection with students or 
schools in general 

 
Other views held in parts of the community are that services for youth are tokenistic, and 
privatisation of youth services means funding is short-lived and unsustainable.  
 
A dominant picture presented was that, while Wangaratta produces some outstanding 
initiatives to address youth issues, the many services available for youth are not coordinated 
for the community and youth to achieve maximum benefit from them. A consistent message 
was that an overarching framework is needed, with a strategic leader to make cross-network 
links that connect the diverse programs together.  
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2.4.6. Conclusion 
 
The interview data for Wangaratta paints a picture of a regional centre which in many ways is 
struggling to manage the complexities of the educational lives of young people. There is a 
strong sense that young people have high levels of aspiration to engaging with higher 
education but face a number of barriers to participation including geographic factors, family 
exposure and understanding of higher education, community support of higher education, 
economic and financial barriers, lack of local role models and perhaps a local preference for 
TAFE as a post-secondary education model. 
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Section 3: 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
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3.1. Conclusions 
 
Overall the study found that young people did have significant aspirations to higher education 
and expressed these clearly over the three communities studied. There was variation 
between the communities but a strong desire to complete Year 12 and engage in higher 
education was expressed by the majority of young people.  
 
Students expressed the aspiration for higher education in a number of ways, including an 
intention to: 

• study full-time 
• study part-time and work 
• defer and work full-time 
• defer and study part-time 
• defer and travel. 

 
The desire to defer was represented quite strongly in the findings and this was based on three 
clear reasons: 

• the need to defer to achieve independent status for government study support 
• to earn money to support the cost of pursuing higher education 
• to travel. 

 
Young people participating in the research indicated a desire to participate in higher 
education in some form ahead of full time work, TAFE/VET study and apprenticeships. 
 
It is interesting to note that while participants indicated that their families and teachers were 
influential in decision making about their futures and supportive of their decisions, they did not 
feel supported by their communities and a significant number did not see futures for 
themselves within their community.   
 
Aspiration towards higher education is not the problem; rather, there appears to be a problem 
with conversion of this aspiration to active participation. The data on participation of young 
people in higher education in Hume region indicates that it is lower than state average, with 
low numbers of students taking up deferred places. 
 
It may be more appropriate to think of the ‘higher education problem’ in Hume in terms of 
barriers to participation rather than as an aspirational issue. Students, educators, family 
members and community participants in the research identified barriers such as: 
 

• Economic barriers – both in terms of lower household income and higher costs of 
regional students relocating to study; 

• Geographic barriers – some participants indicated that they were not prepared to 
engage in higher education in metropolitan settings based on personal preference 
and comfort with regional/rural living; 

• Informational barriers – some participants indicated that they found accessing 
information about higher education difficult and found navigation of application 
processes alien and difficult; and, 

• ‘Class’ barriers – participants from low-SES backgrounds indicated that a lack of 
family background or familiarity with higher education was a potential barrier to 
participation. 

 
Overall young people did have significant aspirations to higher education and expressed 
these clearly over the three communities studied. There was variation between the 
communities but a strong desire to complete Year 12 and engage in higher education was 
expressed.  
 
Tertiary education destinations and aspirations can’t be separated from the history, culture, 
politics and economics of the towns. Each of the three towns revealed quite different 
environments that affect tertiary participation.  
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3.2. Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations are provided based on discussion with the project reference 
group: 
 

• Develop, build and articulate better sources of information about higher education 
including information on pathways, Youth Allowance, gap year, how to access higher 
education 

 
• Further development local flexible and blended learning initiatives within the region to 

assist to address transportation and access barriers 
• Lobby for a more complete and equitable model of financial support for rural students 

to attend university in metropolitan and regional cities including scholarships and 
increased funding support. 

 
• Lobby, with local government, for a sustainable/ economic development agenda for 

rural towns. The future of young people in rural areas is intrinsically tied to the town’s 
economic future. 

 
• Develop and support innovative models of delivering higher education programs in 

partnership with secondary schools and TAFE within Hume region. 
 

• Further develop and promote  bridging courses/tertiary readiness courses and 
expand these initiatives to other parts of the region 

 
• Develop  strategies for re-engagement of young people with higher education , who 

have completed a gap year.  
 

• Lobby for policy changes to Youth Allowance providing a different rule about eligibility 
for independence for young people from rural areas. 

 
 

• Support opportunities for showcasing careers by: 
 

o Expanding existing careers promotion models within the region ie Northeast 
Careers Expo 

o Creating better linkage to industry bodies in order to get them involved in 
career pathways 

o Encouraging schools to provide vocational training opportunities that link to 
regional education and employment opportunities  

 
• Support development of  libraries and  or other community facilities as local resource 

centres or learning hubs, with a link to regional and local digital learning strategies 
• Work with communities to: 

 
o further understand why young people do not feel supported by their 

communities 
o recognise the potential of young people and support  young people to reach 

their goals 
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