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Although most young Victorians are doing well, a 
small but significant number experience barriers 
to positive health and wellbeing outcomes. This 
research sought to better understand the effect of 
these barriers on young people’s engagement with 
education and is informed by:

 • A synthesis of 72 relevant studies in which  
  young people were participants,

 • In-depth qualitative interviews with 78   
  young Victorians who had experienced   
  significant barriers to educational   
  engagement, and

 •  An online survey of 228 young people that 
   explores the relevance of the themes   
   elicited  through the qualitative interviews  
   with a more general sample.

Based on the experiences of these young people, 
the report identifies approaches that can be taken 
in school and youth service settings to prevent 
disengagement and enable better involvement of all 
young people in learning and other pathways. 

For the young people who took part in this research 
leaving school was not a ‘lifestyle choice’, but rather 
a response to profound and complex challenges 
they face in their lives. Participants described 
personal challenges including physical or mental 

health difficulties and challenges relating to their 
families or home life, such as caring responsibilities, 
parental separation, family disruption and living in 
out of home care. These factors were found to have 
a direct impact on young people’s ability to remain 
engaged in education.  

Facilitator:  How hard is it to focus on school  
  when things are chaotic all around?

Rhys: For me it was pretty much
  impossible, I just had too much 
  going on outside of school to worry
  about the work. You’d sit there, 
  you’d look at the work, you can see 
  it but you can’t concentrate, and you
  can’t think and put the pen to 
  paper....Later on you can look back 
  and go, yeah I know that, but... 
   

Executive summary
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Even where individual barriers to engagement 
existed, the research found that ‘the system’ 
can positively affect young people’s experiences 
through: 

Creating inclusive learning environments 
Young people described inclusive learning 
environments as places where they are treated like 
valuable members of a learning community and are 
shown respect by both teachers and peers. Inclusive 
learning environments were also flexible and 
supportive and provided clear links between what 
young people study and where they see themselves 
in the future.

Ensuring timely access to appropriate support 
Young people described positive experiences with 
support services in school and community settings 
when workers advocated for the things that they 
themselves thought were important. Workers who 
provide support in this way act as a gateway to 
other services which results in a whole range of 
health and wellbeing needs being met. Problems 
arose when young people did not have access to 
services, or when service providers failed to respect 
young people’s right to privacy and to have control 
over their own lives.

The development of respectful, supportive   
relationships between young people and   
professionals
Young people described greater levels of  
engagement with education and with services when 
they had the opportunity to form relationships with 
teachers and other professionals in which they felt 
respected, supported, and heard. 

There were marked consistencies between the ideas 
discussed by the interview participants and the 
responses from the more general survey sample. 
This suggests that young people – regardless of 
their background – value similar things in a learning 
environment, but that the impact of not receiving 
these things is greater for young people who face 
challenges in other parts of their lives.  As a result, 
it is possible that making schools more inclusive 
for young people who face the most barriers 
to engagement would have potential positive 
implications for all young Victorians.
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When I think of “normal” I think about a student who doesn’t have to worry about where the food is 
coming from, a student who doesn’t have to worry about how they’re getting to school, a student whose 
biggest concern is studying and the student who knows that they’re going to be picked up from school 
or go home from school, transport or whatever, and that’s going to be fine, and financially stable. And 
someone who doesn’t have to cook or clean all the time, maybe help out by doing the dishes after dinner 
or something.  But I think about students like that and someone who’s got time and the space to do study 
and also someone who’s got the time and the stress-free ability to look after themselves and have time to 
do things like hang out with their friends and that if they wanted that.  Most of us didn’t have that when we 
were at normal school... 
        - Alice

introduction

1  State Government of Victoria. (2012). Engage, Involve, Create: Youth Statement, 1-23, 2.

4  | Two way street: Young people informing improvements to schools and youth services

Although most young Victorians are doing well, 
a small but significant proportion experience 
significant disadvantage and subsequent barriers 
to positive health and wellbeing outcomes.1  
These barriers often lead to disengagement from 
education before the completion of Year 12, 
resulting in additional challenges in trying to find 
work or get back into education in the future. 
This has implications both for these young people 
directly, and for the economic and social prosperity 
of Victoria.  As a result, the state has a responsibility 
to provide education in a manner that caters to the 
needs of all young people, regardless of their level 
of advantage. To effectively inform this delivery, 
an in-depth understanding of the complexities of 
educational engagement is required. 

 

This report presents the findings of a study by the 
Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVic) undertaken 
on behalf of the Youth Partnerships Secretariat of 
the Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development (DEECD).  The aim of the research 
was to provide direct insights into the lived 
experiences of young people to inform a greater 
understanding of:

• The key factors that contribute to young  
  people becoming disengaged from learning,

• Different initiatives and/or approaches that  
 could be taken in school and youth service  
 settings to better support young people to  
 re-engage in learning, and

• Different approaches that the ‘system’   
 could take to enable better involvement of  
 all young people in learning and other 

 pathways.



Two way street: Young people informing improvements to schools and youth services |  5

The report begins by describing the methods 
undertaken and providing a demographic overview 
of the participants.  The findings are then presented 
in six sections:

• Existing research on factors that contribute  
 to educational engagement,

• The impact of personal challenges of 
 educational engagement,

• Providing inclusive education environments,

• Ensuring timely access to appropriate 
 support,

• The development of respectful, supportive 
 relationships between young people and 
 professionals,

• Broader benefits of providing inclusive 
 education.

A final section makes recommendations about how 
the ideas expressed by young people throughout 
the report could translate to actions ‘the system’ 
can take to enable better involvement of all young 
people in learning and other pathways.

The recommendations focus on strategies for:

 •   Creating inclusive learning environments,

 •    Supporting and advocating for young   
  people who face barriers to engagement,  
  and

 •    Building more respectful and supportive  
  relationships between young people and  
  other professionals. (See pages 40 - 42 for  
  the recommendations).



6  | Two way street: Young people informing improvements to schools and youth services

The ideas outlined in this report are informed by 
data collected using the following methods:

• A synthesis of 72 Australian research papers  
 that included young people directly as 

 participants,  

• In-depth qualitative interviews with 78 
 young people who were facing, or had in 
 the past faced, significant barriers to 
 engagement with education, 

• An online survey of a more general sample 
 of 228 young people.

This section will provide an overview of each 
method and the young people who participated. 

Research synthesis  
The research synthesis was conducted to ensure 
that the project was informed by the ideas and 
experiences of young people who have participated 
in previous research in this area. The selection 
of research papers was based on the following 
eligibility criteria:

 1. Studies conducted in Australia from 2001-12

 2. Studies in which young people were included  
  as research participants either directly (e.g.  
  through interviews, focus groups, surveys)  
  or indirectly (e.g. studies examining existing  
  sets of data)

 3.  Studies which investigated young people’s  
  educational engagement, disengagement  
  and/or re-engagement

In total, 72 studies were found to meet the eligibility 
criteria.1  Key findings from each study were 
identified and the dominant themes are referred to 
throughout this report.  Separate footnotes have 
been placed next to each finding so that the number 
of articles relating to each finding is apparent. 

Qualitative interviews
Seventy eight young people who had experienced 
significant barriers to maintaining engagement with 
education took part in semi-structured qualitative 
interviews. The aim of these interviews was to 
elicit descriptions of young people’s experiences 
with education and service provision and 
encourage them to reflect on potential strategies 
for improvements. The interviews were one-on-
one, took between 30 and 90 minutes, and were 
transcribed and subject to thematic analysis. The 
full interview schedule and information relating to 
informed consent can be found in the accompanying 
Appendices document.  

2 Studies were obtained using the following: ERIC, A+ Education (Informit), Web of Science (ISI), Education Research Complete (EBSCO), Expanded  
 Academic ASAP (Gale), Dissertations & Theses (ProQuest), JSTOR, PsycINFO (CSA), Wiley ONLINE Library, AGIS Plus Text (Informit), Project Muse,  
 Google; Google Scholar; community organisations’ websites.

Research methods and demographic 
overview of participants



The demographic profile of the interviewees was as 
follows: 

• 42  females, 36 males

• Aged from 14-22, with the majority aged  
 between 15 and 18 (inclusive)

• 33 per cent lived in inner Melbourne, 27  
 per cent in outer Melbourne and 39 per  
 cent in rural or regional Victoria

• 4 participants identified as being from an  
 Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander   
 background and 14 were from culturally
 and linguistically diverse (CALD) 
 backgrounds

• 49 per cent relied on Centrelink for their 
 entire household income and a further 9 
 per cent for part of their household income

• 8 participants reported having a disability

• 16 participants had experienced some form 
 of homelessness 

• 19 participants had experienced 
 involvement with the Department of 
 Human Services (DHS)

• 2 participants were parents

The report includes direct quotes from  
participants throughout. Pseudonyms have 
been used to protect young people’s identities.

Online survey
A further 2283 young people took part in an online 
survey which aimed to explore whether the themes 
elicited through the qualitative interviews also 
resonated with a broader sample of young people.  
The demographic profile of the survey participants 
was:

• 151 females, 76 males (1 did not specify a  
 gender)

• 1 per cent were aged under 12, 15 per cent  
 were aged between 12 and 14 years, 34 per
 cent were aged between 15 and 17 years;  
 28 per cent were aged between 18 and 20  
 years and 20 per cent were aged between  
 20 and 26 years (7 participants did not   
 specify their age)

• 36 per cent lived in inner Melbourne, 13  
 per cent in outer Melbourne, and 50 per  
 cent in rural or regional Victoria  

• 3 per cent identified as being of Aboriginal  
 or Torres Strait Islander background, and 9
 per cent reported speaking a language
 other than English at home

• 13 per cent reported having a physical or 
 intellectual disability.

• 55 per cent lived in intact families

• 41 per cent were attending high school and 
 18 per cent university.

A full demographic profile of all participants in this 
research can be found in found in the accompanying 
Appendices document.   

3 A further 47 respondents were excluded for not fitting the criteria for inclusion. To fit the criteria for inclusion young people needed to be under  
 26 years of age and respond to at least one non-demographic question.
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The project analysed 72 Australian studies that 
included young people as participants and related 
to educational engagement.  Factors that were 
commonly found to impact engagement included 
both actual and perceived academic ability, social 
factors including family and socio-economic status, 
connection to school, safety at school, course 
work that is deemed interesting and relevant, 
flexibility and independence, and positive respectful 
relationships with teachers and other professionals. 
This section will touch briefly on findings relating to 
each of these themes. A full overview of the findings 
of the research synthesis, including references 
can be found in the accompanying Appendices 
document. 

Academic ability – both actual and self-perceived 
– shapes the way that young people feel about 
education. Students who do well in tests and 
assessment are likely to be more engaged at 
school.i ii iii  In addition, young people who believe in 
their academic abilities are likely to report higher 
levels of engagement.iv  Expectations from parents 
and guardians play a role in shaping this belief, 
as does the degree of support provided.  Family 
support also influences young people’s motivation 
to stay at school and family difficulties contribute 
to disengagement.vi Low parental educational 
achievement, low socioeconomic background, and 
spending time in out-of-home care all increase the 
likelihood that young people will leave school before 
completing Year 12. vii viii ix    

Young people are more likely to remain engaged in 
education when they feel connected to their 
school. x xi A sense of connection is fostered when 
students feel respected as autonomous individuals 
and have opportunities to participate in decision 
making within the school.xii xiii xiv xv xvi Feeling safe is 
also important; being bullied leads young people to 
leave school or seek alternative education options. 

x vii        Providing students with academic and 
personal support helps them to remain engaged in 
learning.xxii 

Students who find their studies interesting and 
relevant to their future aspirations are more likely 
to report high levels of engagement.xxiii Flexibility, 
choice and independence are also important,xxiv 

xxv xxvi xxvii as is practical ‘hands-on’ work,xxvii xxix the 
opportunity to work towards a qualificationxxx and to 
undertake work that is sufficiently challenging.  

Research has consistently found that relationships 
between students and teachers promote learning 
and increase engagement.xxxii xxxiii xxxiv xxxv xxxvi xxxvii xxxviii xxxix 

xl xli xlii xliii xliv xlvi xlviii xlix Good teachers are respectful and 
friendly, and allow students to have independence. 
l li Labels such as ‘bad’ or ‘at risk’ are powerful in 
shaping teacher perceptions of young people.l li 

Young people find these labels hard to shift and 
express anger about the way they affect their school 
lives.liii

 

Existing research on factors that 
contribute to educational engagement
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Young people who took part in the interviews were 
dealing with a range of challenges in their personal 
lives and these had a direct impact on their ability to 
remain engaged in education. Challenges included 
personal factors such as physical or mental health 
difficulties and general levels of motivation, and 
factors relating to their families or home life such as 
caring responsibilities, parental separation, family 
disruption and living in out of home care. 

Facilitator:   How hard is it to focus onschool   
  when things are chaotic all around?

Rhys:  For me it was pretty much   
  impossible, I just had too   
  much going on outside of school 
  to worry about the work. You’d sit  
  there, you’d look at the work, you 
  can see it but you can’t concentrate,  
  and you can’t think and put the pen 
  to paper....Later on you can look   
  back and go, yeah I know that, but... 

  
   

Health and motivation
Several young people who took part in the 
interviews spoke about difficulties with physical 
and/or mental health. These frequently caused 
them to miss school which made it hard to catch up 
with work and affected their overall engagement. 

I got diagnosed with depression at about Year 9, and 
I was on really heavy medication and through Year 
11 I just couldn’t cope, like, with being bullied and 
being different to everybody else, and family. So my 
depression got really bad then. You know, I couldn’t 
even walk into class without, you know, bawling my 
eyes out. I just ended up stopping going because 
I couldn’t take it anymore; couldn’t take the way 
people looked at me; the way they picked on me.  I 
just couldn’t take it… I stopped enjoying school and 
stopped going. 
 - Chrissy

 

The impact of personal challenges on 
educational engagement 

Two way street: Young people informing improvements to schools and youth services |   9



Young people who experienced physical or mental 
health difficulties described considerable challenges 
related to coming back to school after periods away. 
They talked about returning to a school environment 
where peer relationships had changed and new 
and unfamiliar course work was being taught. This 
often led to a period of significant adjustment, 
during which time several young people reported 
feeling disoriented and experiencing difficulty 
re-engaging with their work. A residual lack of 
motivation endured even after the health concern 
was addressed.  There were also instances where 
young people were unable to pinpoint reasons for 
their lack of motivation and said they just ‘couldn’t 
be bothered’ or ‘generally got sick of [school]’. 

I didn’t know.  Like, there was no real reason. I just 
didn’t want to actually go and, I don’t know, I just 
didn’t enjoy being there at all.  The work was fine 
but, like, I didn’t feel like doing it and then if I did go, 
I still wouldn’t do it.  It was just, yeah, I don’t know. 
I’ve really got over the whole school thing.  
 - Courtney

Family factors
A number of young people had considerable 
responsibilities at home, including caring for 
parents or siblings. These responsibilities, as 
well as the financial and emotional stress that at 
times accompanied them, acted as a barrier to 
engagement at school. 

I used to love school when I was younger but then, 
like, stuff at home got bad and I had to start looking 
after the little – younger siblings of mine, and take 
one to school, take one to Kinder and then look 
after the little baby. So I just...stopped going. 
 - Alison

I do almost everything for my mother. I cook, I clean 
and then that’s why coming into school is such a 
hassle...They think that I can – it’s easy to just drop 
everything that’s happening outside of school and 
come to school because they say school is number 
one priority but in real life it’s not like that. I mean, 
even if I did drop it half the time I probably wouldn’t 
be able to afford to get to school anyway, so.... 
 - Alice

Parental separation also affected engagement in 
education through the stress that it caused young 
people and where it led to varying, unstable or 
insecure living arrangements. Moving around, 
particularly if the moves were between states, 
caused marked disruptions to young people’s 
schooling.  
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Facilitator:  So how did [your parent’s  
  separation] affect you at school?

Jez:  Terribly I reckon, yes... I won’t go
  into the problems at all but what  
  happened was there was a lot of like  
  arguing for a fair bit when I was   
  young – and then, I don’t know, I  
  was traumatised for a fair bit. So 
  when I was at school I was thinking 
  about home or whatever.  

Hayden:   I went pretty well until Grade 2 and I 
  got taken away from my mum up to 
  Adelaide by my dad and then from 
  there everything just went haywire... 
  I did Grade 4 and 5 up there 
  because... I was born in June I got
  put up a year... and then I did Grade 
  4/5 and then I came back to Bendigo
  and had to do it all again, so I did 
  Grade 4 and 5 twice... They’ve got a 
  different system here and it’s really  
  confusing.

Facilitator:  What kind of impact did that have 
  on you at school, do you reckon? 

Hayden:  I just misbehaved, played up in class,
  got suspensions, everything like 
  that. All I wanted to do was come
  home and see my mum. 
   

Other issues affecting parents and home life 
impacted on some young people’s ability to 
concentrate and meet expectations at school.  

Because in high school I was getting suspended for 
things, like my mum was an alcoholic and so I’d end 
up going to school without a uniform or I’d end up 
at school late because there’d been a drama in the 
middle of the night or something, you know, and it 
was like my high school didn’t understand that. It 
was like they believed school has to come first – but 
they didn’t realise that school isn’t the main thing 
in a young person’s life, especially when they’ve 
got shit going on with people that they care about. 
School’s going to come second. 
 - Cassy

Acrimonious relationships with parents often 
resulted in young people being told to leave home 
or in leaving of their own accord when things 
became unbearable or untenable. This housing 
insecurity generally reduced educational 
engagement. 

At [the time I moved out of home] I was stressed a 
lot... there was a lot of problems, there was a lot of 
responsibilities,  I was teaching my younger siblings, 
so I couldn’t focus properly on my studies.  Although 
I tried really hard to catch up to solve those 
technical problems, like, really grasping the subjects 
and be ready for uni.  But that situation impacted 
really badly.  
 - Abdul
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Experiences of family dysfunction at times resulted 
in the Department of Human Services (DHS) 
becoming involved. This involvement had a marked 
impact on engagement. Young people who were 
placed in out-of-home care described moving 
around a lot. This meant either changing schools 
during an already challenging period of transition 
or travelling long distances to get to school.  These 
issues were exacerbated for young people in 
residential care who often described a ‘culture of 
non-attendance’ within the units where they lived. 

[Being in a residential care unit] wasn’t the 
best experience; at times it was okay but you’re 
surrounded by people that have no interest in 
school.  So eventually you’re just going to give up 
and go ‘well, they’re not getting anywhere, they 
don’t need school, why do I need it...?’  When I 
started having troubles at home my grades started 
to drop, but they dropped more even after I went 
into the unit... my attendance got lower and lower.  
Eventually I just stopped going.  
 - Rhys
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As outlined in the previous section, young people 
face a multitude of complex challenges in their 
lives and these directly affect their ability to 
remain engaged with education. This section will 
demonstrate that, even where these challenges 
exist, ‘the system’ can help young people to become 
or remain engaged by providing inclusive learning 
environments. Young people described inclusive 
learning environments as places where they 
are treated like valuable members of a learning 
community and are shown respect by both teachers 
and peers. Inclusive learning environments were 
also flexible and supportive and provided clear links 
between what young people study and where they 
see themselves in the future.

Fitting in and feeling 
valued
A school culture that supported young people to 
fit in and made them feel valued was important in 
maintaining student engagement. School policies 
on issues such as bullying, and the way they were 
upheld, contributed to this, as did the relationships 
between students. 

Many of the young people who took part in the 
interviews had a history of getting into trouble 
at school, and a number had been suspended or 
expelled from one or more schools. Young people at 
times acknowledged that their behaviour warranted 
punishment, particularly when they regarded it as 
fair in relation to what they had done. However, 
participants also described times when they felt 
unfairly targeted.   

Of course, when I got suspended I spoke to [my 
mum] about things and she thought it was absolute 
bull crap that I got suspended for that, but I 
probably did deserve it, because I shouldn’t have 
bullied someone. 
 - Jason

Creating inclusive learning 
environments
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Sitting in a class we were doing silent work and 
my friend sitting next to me just said, ‘Look, can 
you help me with this I don’t quite understand it,’ 
because the teacher was busy with someone else.  
I said, ‘Sure.’  So I helped her out.  The teacher 
yelled at me because I was helping another student.  
In every other class I get told, ‘If there’s another 
student needing help, help them out if the teacher’s 
busy.’ So she tried sending me to the principal’s 
office and I said, ‘Why?’  She just kept on insisting 
that I do it.  So I just said, ‘No,’ and walked out of the 
classroom and they tried to expel me. 
 - Clare

Inconsistent or inexplicable punishment was raised 
by many interviewees as ‘unfair’ and appeared to 
contribute to their negative feelings about school. 
Participants also expressed frustration at not feeling 
listened to when they tried to tell their side of 
the story to principals, teachers or other staff at 
schools. They were upset about what they perceived 
to be inequitable approaches to discipline and 
where teachers determined punishments based on 
preconceived notions of previous poor behaviour. 

[W]hen you go to a new school they always call 
the previous school that you went to, to get some 
information about you, and they accepted me 
before they had done that. Then just a couple of 
weeks down the track they came up to me and they 
confronted me about everything at my old schools 
and they gave me a warning straightaway; they’re 
like ‘you haven’t done anything wrong now but just 
let this be your warning, don’t stuff up’, yeah. 
 - Azad

Uniform policies that were seen as being overly 
strict were a particular source of frustration. 
Adhering to these policies was challenging for young 
people who faced financial hardship and for those 
who did not have someone at home to ensure that 
the laundry was done. Regardless of their reason for 
opposing a school’s uniform policy, young people 
suggested that the penalties for this offence (often 
suspension) were too extreme.  

Oh, [the teachers] were so strict about the uniform.  
If we came to school with black socks instead of 
white ones, we’d have to stay in all lunch. 
 - Tegan

Friendships were repeatedly identified by interview 
participants as important for a sense of place and 
belonging, providing support during difficult times 
and contributing to overall wellbeing and enjoyment 
at school. Good friendships helped build resilience 
and, in some instances, were the only identifiable 
reason to continue to attend school.  

I still talk to some people that I was friends with 
in Year 7… if I didn’t have the friendships I had, I 
reckon I would’ve left way early on. 
 - Jason

Young people also spoke about emotional support 
that they received from friends, which helped them 
cope with and get through difficult times. 

Well yeah if I ever needed anything I knew I could 
talk to them and even if they couldn’t help they’d try 
and find someone that could, and they’d just hang 
around. But they cared and they’d show that.   
 - Rhys
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In stark contrast, not fitting in with peers was 
often cited as a factor that made being at school 
difficult. Finding a place amongst all the friendship 
groups and the ‘popular crowd’ within a school 
was challenging for some interview participants, 
particularly when transitioning between schools. As 
noted in the previous section, many of the young 
people we interviewed were dealing with things in 
their personal lives that resulted in moving around 
a lot between schools. This often led to difficulty 
making new friends and feeling overwhelmed at 
having to start from scratch. 

I [had] just entered that school and they’d all been 
there since Prep, they all had their friendship groups 
so it was kind of hard for me to get like, find friends 
and, when I did, other people weren’t happy about 
it because they’d already had friendships since Prep 
and I’d only just entered in Year 6. 
 - Mikaela

Many of the young people interviewed reported 
experiences of verbal and physical bullying and 
these experiences affected their attendance, their 
ability to focus and their overall attitude toward 
school. One young man reported ‘not showing up 
for half a year’ after having his ‘head slammed into a 
locker’ and then being ’shoved’ into the locker. 
He said: 

I would show up in the mornings, Mum would drop 
me off at school in my uniform, but as soon as the 
bell rang, shirt comes off, I’d always be wearing a 
normal shirt, school pants come off, always wearing 
a pair of jeans, in the bag, okay I’m off, and leave. Go 
home.  
 - Simon

 This experience was not uncommon, and many 
young people spoke about the impact of bullying on 
their learning or about moving schools or skipping 
classes to avoid bullying. 

I’ve been bullied since, probably Year 4, Year 5… 
they usually just pick on my weight and because 
I’m not skinny and pretty like other people, they 
just think that they can pick on you and it just 
keeps going and going… It kind of stopped me 
from learning, because I thought that if people are 
allowed to bully, then it’s going to be harder for us 
to learn, and then I would just always get distracted 
and just couldn’t do my work.      
 - Tori

Often young people expressed frustration at 
ineffective policies to combat bullying and anti-
social behaviour at school. Anti-bullying policies 
appeared to vary from school to school and students 
reported being sceptical about the authority of 
these policies, and of school staff, to protect those 
who were targets of bullies. 

[The teachers] tried – they took the bullies when 
I sort of told them who was bullying me and they 
told them off and all that.  But it just never really 
done anything. Then, after a while of my constant 
complaining about it because the kids kept doing it, 
they ended up just leaving it and just saying, ‘Just 
ignore it.’  But it’s very hard to ignore…    
 - Cody
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Well, I used to tell the teachers, but they didn’t 
exactly do anything, like they wouldn’t really do 
anything.  They’d say that they would, but they 
didn’t. And if they did, it’d just keep going and going, 
and you’d get more bullied for telling the teachers. 
 - Tori

The negative impact of bullying on engagement 
was further highlighted by the improvement some 
participants noted in their attendance and grades 
when bullying stopped and peer relations improved. 

Peer relationships were described by interviewees 
as being less problematic in TAFE and community 
education settings than they were in mainstream 
schools. They reported a sense of camaraderie that 
appeared to be based at least in part on their shared 
negative experiences in mainstream education 
settings.

A lot of people who are here, they could be here 
due to being bullied at school or something like that 
so there’s less likelihood of bullying here because 
everyone here has possibly come from somewhere 
like that. So the people here are a lot easier to get 
along with, it’s great.  
 - Paul

When we do the group work they won’t laugh at 
you if you can’t read because they’re going through 
this exact same thing that probably [every]one 
of us is going through. Every kid here has had a 
trouble, had trouble bullying, parents and stuff. It’s 
really good here…Even from other kids you get the 
support. ‘You can read that.’ My friends are really 
supportive.   
 - Tara

It is important to note that peer relationships were 
not the only factor that participants described 
more positively in TAFE and community education 
settings. Flexibility support and autonomy were also 
important and are discussed in the next section.  
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Flexibility, support and 
relevant course work
Flexibility within educational institutions was 
deemed important by interview participants. This 
included having the freedom to complete work at 
their own pace and take breaks as required. 

I think [the Department of Education] could gain a 
lot from looking into how the TAFE system works, 
and rather than being on the kids’ backs about the 
work, letting them work more so at their own pace.  
 - Adrian

They didn’t get angry with you over every little 
thing... they come across as a friend as well as a 
teacher, were fun… and didn’t make just boring 
work and just like give it to you and just do 
whatever. Then they actually, like, help you do it 
and make it fun and give you breaks and all that and 
don’t make you work all day and then do like – let 
you do things between, just not (be) cranky and all 
that kind of stuff.  
 - Monique

Participants described losing interest in learning and 
falling behind when they were not given support 
with the challenges presented by course work. They 
reported feeling discouraged when they received 
poor marks and were frustrated when the focus 
was placed on marks rather than the effort they put 
in.  When effort was acknowledged it had a positive 
impact on learning and enjoyment of school.

It was a conversation I’ll never forget. [The teacher] 
sat down and said, ‘If you can’t do it, it doesn’t 
mean you’ll never be able to. Like if you can’t do it 
now, keep trying and eventually you will.’  So we sat 
down for recess a few times because I chose to do 
it – he said we could stop at any time – and just kept 
going until I fully understood and got a fair bit ahead 
in maths. I felt more recognised for the effort I put 
in rather than a ‘Well done, you got good marks – 
now keep it up.’ It was more of a ‘You put effort in 
to do the extra’ and he generally appreciated it. So 
I always pushed myself with maths – or tried to… 
it was kind of a different take on the, well, I guess 
schooling and schoolwork in general… I got praised 
for putting in extra effort in my own time rather than 
praised for meeting the standard.    
 - Adrian

The flexibility to adapt coursework to the needs 
of individual students and greater control over 
subject selection were important to participants 
and resulted in increased motivation to attend 
school and participate in classes. Students felt more 
connected to the curriculum when tasks used to 
achieve the required competencies were adapted to 
align with their interests. One young man described 
improving his literacy and numeracy skills through 
a project in which he designed and constructed 
a skate park. This sort of hands-on practical work 
was often cited as an important factor in increasing 
motivation to learn.
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When it comes to education, like one size doesn’t 
fit all – it’s like a shoe, you know; everyone learns 
differently and you can’t make someone learn how 
you want them to learn if that’s not how they learn. 
It’s like, [this school] understands that and they 
adapt things so that you can learn your way.   
 - Cassy

I need to have to be, like, more hands on.  I’m not 
like a school person... That’s  why I do so good at 
[this school] because, like, you have to do things.  
You don’t just like learn about them. 
 - Layla

Comments about hands-on practical work were 
often closely connected to the idea that, for school 
work to be meaningful, young people must be able 
to see its relevance to their future career goals. It 
is also important to note that many of the young 
people who took part in the interviews aspired 
towards vocational career options. Therefore it 
is possible that their interest in practical learning 
was not just about ‘doing’ hands-on activities but 
because it was relevant to their interests and career 
goals.  

Many young people commented positively about 
the smaller class sizes in TAFE and community 
education settings. For the most part, these 
comments were made in relation to the way that 
higher teacher-student-ratios enabled access to 
additional assistance. This suggests that it may be 
the one-on-one assistance available that is crucial, 
whether in a smaller class size or not.  

Teachers would help me. Like, at my other school, 
they just didn’t like me, I wouldn’t even bother 
asking for help because they wouldn’t have helped 
me.  And even if they could have, there were so 
many kids in a class that it would take ages to get to 
me. Here I can say something, and in two seconds 
I’ve got someone helping me. 
 - Jason

As reflected throughout this section many of the 
positive experiences around flexibility, support and 
the relevance of the work are based on interview 
participant’s experiences in TAFE and community 
education settings. 
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Young people described positive experiences with 
support services in school and community settings 
when workers advocated for the things that young 
people themselves saw as being important. Workers 
who provide support in this way act as a gateway 
to other services which results in a whole range of 
health and wellbeing needs being met. Problems 
arise when young people do not have access to 
services or when service providers fail to respect 
young people’s right to privacy and control over 
their own lives. 

Service providers as 
advocates
The most common theme raised by young people 
about services was how meaningful engagement 
with even one service could provide a gateway to 
a whole range of health and wellbeing needs being 
met.  

This counsellor was amazing… She just said, ‘Hi, my 
name is this. I was just wondering how your day’s 
going. How’s the new school going?  I hope you’re 
not having any troubles.  You know if you are you 
can come talk to me.’ She said - she just started 
telling me about stuff and then she introduced me 
to Young Carers. So she got me involved with the 
Young Carers. 
 - Clare

This participant went on to talk about the important 
role Young Carers played in setting her up with 
respite services, along with other supports and 
recreational opportunities that made it easier for 
her to continue with her study. Positive engagement 
with service providers was important in ensuring 
young people had support from someone they 
trusted in their dealings with government agencies 
(for example, Centrelink). This was particularly 
important for young people from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds and for young people who 
didn’t have a trusted adult in their life.

Facilitator:  When you first moved to  
 Australia, did you get any support  
 from anyone in the community?

Hakim:  Yeah, first we arrived in 
 Australia so after two days   
 of our arrival, my case 
 manager came to us in our
 home, in the unit, so he helps 
 us a lot. He showed me a pathway  
 that this school is good. I go ahead  
 and enrolled to that school...  he 
 make appointment to Centrelink, 
 and got a healthcare card for 
 us. 
        

Ensuring timely access to 
appropriate support
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Several participants reinforced the importance of 
this support by speaking about how confusing the 
system was. They discussed the need for workers 
to be well connected and have a strong awareness 
of the available services. Facilitating access to the 
supports young people needed was about more 
than simply telling a young person that a service 
existed.  It was important that workers followed 
through with referrals and then checked in about 
how effective the support turned out to be.

I think it was confusing. It’s confusing. I didn’t know 
what kinds of services are available unless you 
talk to different people really how to find those 
community services. Talk to your social workers, 
they don’t even, they didn’t let me know what kind 
of services were available.  [name of worker] was 
the only one that would actually sit there and talk to 
you properly...I went through fucking five [workers] 
who’d go, ‘Well, if you need a counsellor just let me 
know. If you need a counsellor just let me know.’ But 
they’d never pursue anything. They’d just say it and 
just leave. 
 - Anna

Supportive professionals within school settings also 
played a role in ensuring that young people who did 
plan to leave school did so with clear direction. In 
several cases this allowed participants to transition 
directly to alternative educational or vocational 
pathways.

Well, the Pathways officers were amazingly 
supportive; very, very helpful. As soon as I turned 
around and went, ‘Look, that’s not an option, it’s 
too far away’ they went, ‘Okay - next.’ We spent 
hours in those rooms looking for different things I’d 
enjoy doing and they tried to help me find, I guess, 
anything that suited me...rather than just going, 
‘What are you interested in?’ and then looking up 
that; they’d look up 101 alternative things to say, 
‘What do you think of that?’ and presented a lot of 
different potential futures in front of me.  So overall 
for my school, the Pathways office I thought was 
very, very, very supportive.     
 - Adrian

As noted above, young people who did not have 
this type of support were more likely to spend time 
disengaged from learning altogether before finding 
an alternative pathway.  
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Access to the right 
support at the right time
Approximately half of the young people who took 
part in the interviews spoke of times in their lives 
when they had no support. This lack of access was 
generally a resourcing or knowledge issue – either 
the appropriate services didn’t exist, the young 
person didn’t know they existed, or the relevant 
workers had only limited time to assist a large 
number of young people.  Young people who had 
been in situations where they had no support often 
reflected that having greater access to support 
would have been helpful.  

Even if it’s ‘Hey, how are you going? How’s your 
week been?’ sort of thing. Not just sit there quietly 
by myself just bottling things up when I do really 
need to talk to someone. 
 - Clare

Young people also stressed the importance of having 
the right support at the right time. For example, 
one student described being sent to the school 
counsellor when what he really felt he needed was 
academic support.  

They offered me counselling… but I didn’t [need it], 
I just needed a bit of educational help.  I didn’t need 
mental help. I was fine at that stage.  
 - Clare

In a similar situation a participant described having 
trouble keeping up at school because of caring 
responsibilities at home. While he felt having a 
counsellor to talk to would have been helpful, this 
was not necessarily his highest priority time-wise. 
Several participants suggested that even where 
support was available, they preferred to deal with 
things on their own. 

My issues are my issues and they’re still going to be 
my issues whether I talk to someone or not. 
 - Cassy

Lack of access to support during challenging periods 
in their lives at times resulted in young people 
becoming disengaged from education. It also meant 
that pathways to re-engagement were often only 
discovered by chance.  

Facilitator:  So what made you decide to come  
 here? It sounds like coming to this 
 school was a pretty big turning   
 point.

Amber:  Well, I was going out with one of 
 the boys here and before that he’s  
 like, ‘oh, you should come to my 
 school, you should come to my
 school’.  I’m like, ‘I don’t know’, 
 maybe, and then I came for an   
 interview and I’m like, ‘I actually like 
 this school because there’s not
 many students and stuff.’  And yeah, 
 I came to this school and here I am 
 today.

Facilitator:  Nice.  Did you ever know that there 
 were schools like this before?

Amber:  No. 
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Findings from the interviews suggest that once 
a young person disengages from school, their 
pathways to re-engagement are often haphazard. 
In many cases finding pathways into alternative 
educational and vocational pathways relied on 
family and friends knowing about these options.

Facilitator:  So you did VCAL in Year 11 at your
  old school in [suburb]. How did you  
  hear about [Flexible Learning 
  Environment]?

John:  Oh, through my friend.  A couple of 
  mates came here and they’re like,  
  ‘Yeah, VCAL’s there, too,’ and when 
  [my school] stopped running VCAL, 
  I had nowhere to go. I had no
  where to go, literally. My school was 
  supposed to find me a place to go to 
  which I thought was pretty pathetic 
  because they didn’t. 

More information about different educational 
options and more established referral pathways 
from mainstream schools into flexible learning 
environments could prevent a proportion of young 
people being out of school entirely for varying 
periods of time.

The importance of 
confidentiality and 
control
In some cases young people were reluctant to 
access services or support because of previous 
negative experiences with workers or services that 
‘put them off’ seeking help from professionals. 
A common example was situations where young 
people believed information would be kept 
confidential and it was shared with other school 
staff and their parents. Further clarification revealed 
that in most cases the information did not relate 
to situations where support workers are obligated 
to breach confidentiality due to the young person 
being at risk of harm.  

I’ve been put off counsellors for ages because I went 
to a counsellor at [my old school]. It’s the first time 
I went, and like I really – I trusted her and I told her, 
like, everything, and then… I found out she had 
been talking to one of the teachers… It put me off, 
completely put me off.   
 - Layla

Lack of confidentiality was also discussed in the 
context of interactions with the child protection 
workers.  Participants were often hesitant to trust 
any programs run by or referred to by these workers 
because of fears about how their information would 
be used and some suggested that ‘[t]here is no such 
thing as confidentiality when the Department is 
involved’. Regardless of the setting, betrayals of trust 
generally resulted in young people having negative 
attitudes towards services and affected future 
service use.
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Young people also developed negative attitudes 
towards services when workers failed to listen 
to their point of view. Some young people said 
this made seeking support feel like a waste of 
time. Others reported feeling excluded from the 
development of actions to improve their wellbeing.     

Facilitator:  Did you have anyone to talk to, like  
 a welfare worker or anything like  
 that, a counsellor?

Jake:  I sort of always tried avoiding them.

Facilitator:  Okay.  How come?

Jake:  Well, when I was at [my old school]  
 they got a counsellor up from   
 Melbourne to come and see me,  
 and yeah, he just turned around and  
 like he’d pretty much tell me what  
 to do and he said – like drilled it  
 into my head, he was being a bit 
 of an arsehole about it and ever  
 since then I just thought ‘no, fuck it’,  
 never saw a counsellor again.

Facilitator:  Okay, so you didn’t – you feel he  
 didn’t listen to you?

Jake:  Yeah.  No, he didn’t listen to me. He  
 was just – it was like he was telling  
 me my problems instead of letting  
 me tell my own problems and that  
 and yeah, he was just being very  
 assertive about it and I was sort of  
 no, bugger it.

Facilitator:  Yeah, you feel like you couldn’t talk  
 to him about what you really felt?

Jake:  Yeah, I hated him. 
       

A similar lack of respect for their point of view was 
described by other young people in the sample 
and always resulted in frustration and low levels 
of engagement with whoever was providing the 
service. The idea that young people have limited 
control over their lives was particularly central 
to descriptions of involvement with the child 
protection and out-of-home care systems. In these 
cases, young people’s motivation to succeed was 
significantly reduced when they were excluded from 
important decisions about their lives.

Rhys:  I’d keep on getting told what my 
  plans are, it’s like ‘no, I want to have  
  an input in my plans…’

Facilitator:  How did that make you feel at the 
  time?

Rhys:  Very annoyed with them because  
  they’re not letting me have an input 
  in my future, it’s like you can’t plan
  someone else’s future.

Facilitator:  And how did that – being excluded  
  from those conversations, how did  
  that impact your commitment to  
  whatever the plan was?

Rhys:  Yeah not very well, you don’t want 
  to do it, you want to go out and you 
  want to prove to them ‘no, I’m in 
  control of my future, not you guys’.  
  So even if they put [forward] 
  something positive you wouldn’t 
  want to do it because they’ve 
  chosen it without your input.  
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Participants also expressed frustration about the 
impact the work DHS undertook with them and 
their families had on their schooling. The 9-5 nature 
of this work meant that meetings would often take 
place during class time which resulted in young 
people missing school work and, in some instances, 
being stigmatised by peers.  

 [T]here’s still a massive stigma attached to kids in 
out-of-home care. DHS causes most of that in our 
eyes because we’re pulled out during class… So 
you’re singled out in front of all your classmates 
because you’re a kid in out-of-home care. It doesn’t 
need to happen… It’s not hard to move these 
meetings to a DHS office where kids don’t get to see. 
Kids aren’t walking past the office and seeing you 
– you, a student, sitting there with a copper, with 
a drug and alcohol worker, with your DHS worker, 
with your principal, with your coordinator.  All that 
kind of stuff.  There’s a room full of 15 people that 
everyone that walks past the window can see what’s 
going on in that room. 
 - Paige

The meetings themselves were a cause of frustration 
for young people and seem to indicate the lack 
of control DHS gave them over their own lives. In 
direct contrast, young people spoke positively about 
experiences where they worked in partnership with 
professionals to best address the things that were 
going on in their lives.

Well, probably sitting down and talking to me, and 
find out what’s going on through the day-to-day 
basis and not reading case notes from each other, 
or getting information from the other workers. 
They will ask you, and they will say, ‘We’ve been 
told you’ve done this, is that true?’, and you might 
go, ‘no, this isn’t what happened’.  And they’ll try 
to change the situation you are in, they actually sat 
down with you for about half an hour or 45 minutes, 
and they just talked to me, each day and they either 
came out to where I was living or I would talk to 
them on the phone. 
 - Cameron

Workers who made the young person the primary 
consideration and respected their right to 
confidentiality and to be in control of their own 
lives were able to foster respectful and trusting 
relationships.  
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Young people described greater levels of 
engagement with education and with service 
providers when they had the opportunity to form 
relationships with teachers and other professionals 
in which they felt respected, supported, and heard. 
This section of the report will explore participants’ 
ideas about what makes a good teacher and 
describe ways in which they were able to build 
relationships and rapport with workers in service 
settings (both school and community based).  

What makes a good 
teacher?
Young people described the way positive 
relationships were fostered with teachers who were 
friendly and approachable and genuinely tried to get 
to know students as individuals.

[A good teacher] just takes the time of day to 
acknowledge every individual, and has more respect 
for people, and patience. 
 - Amber

You know, when a person is nice and close to you, 
then you feel like, okay, it’s not a teacher you have 
to be scared of. Of course you have your respect; 
you watch your lip and tenure. You know where 
you stand; you know where the teacher stands. But 
kind of having that flowing communication which is 
really the key in helping what you want or how your 
students are going. Because as a teacher I think just 
by looking at a student you can already – a lot can 
tell you whether they’ve had a good day or whether 
they’re confused or – just by looking and eye 
contact, communication, you know.     
 - Jessenia

Young people also appreciated teachers who 
provided both academic and emotional support  
and who treated all students equally. This helped 
to create a learning environment that was non-
threatening and was particularly valued at times 
where young people were experiencing difficulties 
in other parts of their lives.  

The development of respectful, 
supportive relationships between young 
people and professionals
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[T]here were a few teachers that actually got me 
motivated really well and I guess they were the ones 
that I felt actually understood... it just felt a lot more 
supportive; like them actually trying to teach me 
for my sake rather than, ‘This is the work I’ve been 
given to show you. Now you have to prove that you 
know it.’ It was, yes, I just felt a bit more supported, 
like they were teaching me for my own sake. Which 
is I know what all the teachers were trying to do but 
it didn’t always feel like that. 
 - Adrian

A really good teacher would be a teacher that helps 
- okay, when you’ve got a class of 24 kids, a teacher 
that makes sure that she’s just not sitting there on 
her computer.  A teacher that will actually help as in, 
like, go out and be, ‘Do you need help?  Do you need 
this?’  She’d  always be happy. Treat each other all as 
equals, not, ‘Okay, this kid’s naughty I’m not going to 
treat him as well as I do the others.’ A teacher that is 
always funny, asks everyone - actually helps, not just 
sit there sort of thing. 
 - Pat

Once positive relationships were established, young 
people reported feeling more confident in their 
learning, enjoyed school more and were more likely 
to cooperate with teachers.  

[What is important in a teacher is in] the way they 
connect with us.  If they’re demanding, most of us 
don’t listen, most of us just ignore them. The ones 
that just talk to us normally, and are friendly with us, 
we do everything for them. 
 - Celine

When you’re seeing the same person every day, it’s 
kind of the main impact really, and when you don’t 
have a strong, positive feeling towards what they’re 
doing or who they are, you’re not going to have such 
a good positive feeling to want to be there. 
 - Joe

Yeah, it’s so much better. They care about you....
they have all the time in the world for you and every 
other student here. 
 - Tara

In contrast, negative experiences with teachers 
appeared to increase the risk of disengagement.  
Young people spoke negatively about teachers who 
communicated poorly, lacked interpersonal skills 
and failed to develop positive relationships with 
their students.

She was just a grumpy teacher, really grumpy…  We 
just couldn’t get along, it was like she just did not 
like me; from the moment I reckon she saw me, she 
didn’t like me… that impacted me heaps. I reckon if I 
didn’t have that teacher in particular, I’m not putting 
it on the teacher, I mean it is my fault that I got into 
trouble and that, but I reckon if I didn’t have that 
teacher, and I wasn’t in trouble like that, I wouldn’t 
be here today. I’d be in normal school now. 
 - Toby
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Participants expressed frustration and anger when 
teachers did not take the time to find out what 
might be going on for their students. This had a 
marked negative impact for young people who 
were dealing with a range of disruptions in their 
life. Repeated negative experiences with teachers 
led to general disillusionment with education.  Such 
disillusionment further led to hostile receptions 
for teachers and other professionals who made 
subsequent attempts to re-engage young people 
with learning.

So then I lost interest in everything. If someone 
doesn’t listen to me I get angry and don’t do 
anything for them. It’s, like, ‘Well, you didn’t listen 
to me so why the hell am I going to listen to you?’ I 
actually used to sit up the back of the classroom and 
disrupt everyone. 
 - Lucy

Facilitator:  Did you ever have any conversations  
  with teachers wanting to understand  
  your experiences a bit better?

Brad:  No.  I think one teacher tried to but  
  I told him to get fucked.  

It is important to note that young people were 
significantly more likely to report having developed 
positive relationships with teachers in flexible 
learning environments than in mainstream school 
settings. This suggests that the way learning 
environments are structured may influence the 
formation of positive relationships between 
teachers and students.

Building positive 
relationships and rapport 
in service settings
Relationships with professionals providing support 
services in school, community and departmental 
settings also were important in keeping young 
people engaged in education and, where necessary, 
moving to other learning environments.  Young 
people valued workers who were friendly, 
approachable, non-judgemental, easy to relate to, 
and who took a genuine interest in their lives.  

I don’t know, they just – they were nice. Like they 
were smiling and asking me, ‘Are you all right?’ It 
was like I could see that they actually are caring 
and putting an effort into it. They weren’t as much 
hard, writing behind their books. They were actually 
talking to me. Yes.   
 - Lisa

Well, [the service] were really supportive and they 
understood a lot of what I was saying, like I wasn’t 
the only person to ever go there with issues, and it’s 
really changed my life… I’ve had anxiety issues so I 
would do things with my counsellor to learn how to 
cope with it. So I would be in situations where I was 
feeling anxious and I would have strategies to cope 
with it. 
 - Gabrielle

I just can relate really well… [i]t’s just like if I’m angry 
about a situation and I go talk to [support worker], 
who’s my, she kind of helps me think more logically.  
 - Grace
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Providing follow-up support and ensuring concrete 
outcomes for young people also served to build 
trust and rapport. Young people found it difficult to 
build relationships when worker turnover was high. 
This was most often discussed by young people who 
were involved in the child protection system.  

Rhys:  Yeah DHS – my relationship with
  them is okay, could have been better 
  if they had have stuck you with the  
  one worker.

Facilitator:  How many different workers did you  
  have?

Rhys:  I don’t know, I think I had about 
  seven or eight throughout the last 
  four years.

Facilitator:  Okay, so what was it like when you 
  would change from worker to 
  worker?

Rhys:  Very annoying because the new 
  worker would never look back at  
  your file and read your file.  So they  
  wouldn’t have any clue on who you  
  are, or know anything about your  
  background, and they’d just take  
  over thinking they know you.  Or  
  you’d have one worker that reads  
  everything and thinks that they   
  know you when they have hardly  
  even taken the chance to meet you.  
    

It was not always clear why young people’s 
DHS workers changed so often. In some cases, 
a geographical move was a factor; other times 
responsibility for a young person would shift 
to another section of the Department (for example, 
moving from kinship care to residential care). This 
meant that changeover of workers often happened 
during a time of transition, when the young person 
most needed support.

My worker changed at that time too so I didn’t 
have my worker, because I’d gone from kinship care 
to residential care, the DHS worker actually changed 
because I changed teams. So there was no sort of 
transition into a life where you had 10 shift workers, 
where you lived with four other people that had 
drug and alcohol problems, that had violence 
problems, all that kind of things, which made it all, 
‘Well, what’s going on here,’ for me.  I just didn’t 
know. 
 - Paige

This is problematic in light of the extremely positive 
impact workers were able to have on young people’s 
lives once a good relationship was established.
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Figure 1: Self-report rating of engagement (enjoyment of school)

Broader benefits of providing 
inclusive education

I love/d school
I like/d school
School is/was okay
There are/were good and bad things about school
There are/were quite a few things I don’t/didn’t like about school
I don’t/didn’t like school at all

31 %

24 %

13 %

23 %

7% 

2%

Findings of the online survey supported the idea 
that all young people – regardless of their level of 
educational engagement – want similar things from 
the learning environments they attend. 

The 228 young people who took part in the online 
survey answered a series of questions based on 
the themes elicited from the qualitative interviews. 
To determine the nature of the sample, survey 

respondents’ level of educational engagement was 
measured by a question about how they felt about 
school and a question about attendance.  Responses 
to these questions are shown in Figures 1 and 2.  
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As can be seen from Figures 1 and 2, the majority 
of young people who took part in the online 
survey enjoyed school and attended regularly.  
This suggests that the sample is made up of young 
people who are at least relatively engaged with 
education and as a result is appropriate for its 
intended purpose. 

What young people want 
from their schools
Survey respondents were asked questions about 
their school as a whole, their teachers, the 
curriculum, and discipline and punishment.  In each 
area, they were asked to select the three most 
important things to them from a list of themes. The 
following four tables show participants’ priorities 
with respect to these areas.  

Figure 2: Self-report rating of engagement (attendance at school)

I never miss/missed classes unless I have/had a good reason to
I occassionally miss/ed classes if I don’t feel like going
I generally wag/ed one or two days a week
I generally wag/ed two or more days a week
I very rarely attend/ed school77 %

19 %

2%
1%

1%
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number

Being treated fairly and with respect 123

That the school atmosphere is relaxed, positive and friendly 103

Bullying is not tolerated 83

Feeling accepted for who I am 77

Having opportunities to express myself 73

Getting along with other students 61

Spending time with my friends 60

Students have a say in the way that the school and classes are run 53

That the school is welcoming to new students 25

Table 1: Most important things about school and learning environment as a whole

Table 2: Most important things about the teachers at my school
number

Teachers that are passionate and knowledgeable about the subjects they teach 103

Teachers who are friendly and approachable 92

Teachers who believe in my ability to achieve and encourage me to do my best 89

Teachers who care about my wellbeing and are willing to listen and 
offer help where necessary  (e.g. if there are things going on in my personal life)

80

Teachers who explain school work in different ways if someone 
in the class doesn’t understand

78

Teachers who allow students to share their opinions and ideas 76

Being treated with respect 53

Getting help with school work when I need it 48

Teachers who are well prepared for classes 38
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Table 4: Most important things about discipline and punishment

number

Being treated fairly by teachers and other school staff 128

That the school does things that stop students treating each other badly (e.g. doing 
things that stop bullying, racism)

104

Having the chance to tell my side of the story 88

Punishment that is constructive in some way (e.g. catching up on school work during 
detention)

71

That I am not judged for my past behaviour (e.g. able to get a fresh start) 60

Punishment that fits the crime 58

Not being treated like a ‘troublemaker’ if I haven’t done anything wrong 53

That being punished doesn’t impact on my learning 39

Not being pigeonholed because of the past behaviour of my siblings 33

That I get credit for trying to change my behaviour 24

Table 3: Most important things about the work undertaken at school

number

Work that is meaningful and interesting to me 114

Work that is relevant to what I want to do in the future 108

Getting the chance to do a range of activities at school 
(e.g. music, sport, art)

86

Being recognised for the effort I am making in class 75

Work that is challenging 64

Work that I can understand and am able to do 52

Having enough time to finish my school work 45

Work that is hands-on and/or practical 36

That I am working towards a qualification 36

Learning about things that affect my well-being (e.g. mental health) 34
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The findings of the online survey were strikingly 
consistent with both previous research and with 
the findings of the qualitative interviews.  With 
respect to their learning environment as a whole, 
the most important thing to students was a friendly, 
positive and relaxed environment where they are 
treated fairly and with respect. Survey participants 
also valued teachers who were friendly and 
approachable, cared about their students’ wellbeing 
and encourage students to do their best. With 
respect to school curriculum, participants wanted 
access to a range of subjects and to undertake 
meaningful work that was directly related to their 
future aspirations. When they faced disciplinary 
action, they valued fair treatment and the chance to 
tell their side of the story. Bullying also featured as 
an important issue for survey participants.   

Two areas where the survey findings reflected 
differences in the values of participants were with 
respect to hands-on practical work and teachers 
who are passionate and knowledgeable about the 
subjects they teach. Survey participants were less 
likely to value ‘work that is hands-on or practical’ 
than those who took part in the interviews. As 
noted earlier in this report, many of the young 
people who took part in the interviews have career 
aspirations that lent themselves more to hands-on 
practical work. This suggests that perhaps hands-on 
practical work is not a predictor of re-engagement 
in itself but rather appeals to students for whom it 
is relevant and interesting. A teacher’s knowledge 
and passion for their subject was a high priority for 
young people who took part in the survey but was 
less evident in the qualitative data.  This perhaps 
reflects the way that priorities shift once health and 
wellbeing needs are met.
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Figure 3: Support services young people had accessed within their school
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Other

80

School supports

Service use in schools and 
community settings
Survey participants were asked about the services 
they had used, both in their schools and in their 
communities. Sixty per cent of the young people 
who took part in the online survey had used support 
services within their school.  The types of services 
that these young people had used are shown below 
in Figure 3.  

As can be seen in Figure 3, the main service that 
young people had accessed within their school was 
careers teachers.  Young people who had accessed 
support services within their school were asked to 
choose the three most important things about these 
services from a list.  Their responses are shown 
below in Table 5.  
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Table 5: Most important things about school based support services

number

That they are approachable and friendly 76

Being able to talk openly without being judged 69

That they don’t talk to others about the things we discuss, unless I say it is okay 42

That support staff have the time to talk when I need them 37

That they have a range of solutions to help 37

Having access to someone who can help me get in contact with other services 31

That they are prepared to persevere if the solution isn’t an easy one 28

That the person I talk to is a good listener 25

That there is someone around who I can talk to 24

Having someone I feel connected to 23

Having someone to talk to that is not a classroom teacher 22

As can be seen in Table 5, survey participants 
valued support workers in their schools who were 
approachable and friendly, non-judgemental, and 
respected their right to confidentiality. This is 
consistent with the findings from the qualitative 
interviews suggesting that young people – regard-
less of their level of educational engagement – want 
similar things from the support services within their 
schools.      

Young people who had not accessed services within 
a school setting were asked to select the reasons 
for this from a list of options.  Their responses are 
shown below in Table 6.  
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Table 6: Reasons for not accessing support services in a school setting

number

I don’t have any reason to use these services 44

I prefer to deal with problems myself 31

I prefer to get support from family and/or friends 25

I feel nervous about sharing things with someone I don’t know 19

I don’t think it would help me to use these services 15

I’m worried they’ll tell others at school, like my teachers, what we talk about 11

Those services are only for people with really big problems 11

I don’t know who to talk to about using these services at school 10

I am worried I will get picked on if I use these services 9

I have used services like this in the past and they haven’t helped 7

I prefer to get support from services outside of school 7

I think I will get in trouble or be criticised by my family if I use these  
services

6

They don’t have time to see me 5

Other 6

As can be seen in Table 6, the main reasons cited by 
young people for not using services did not relate 
directly to the services themselves but instead 
reflected young people’s preference to utilise other 
networks when experiencing adversity.  This type of 
response was less evident in the interviews, perhaps 
a reflection of the stronger personal support 
networks of the survey participants. 

Just over half (54%) of the young people who took 
part in the survey reported having used services in 
the community at some point in their lives.  Young 
people were also asked to select from a list to 
indicate the type of service that they had used.4 
These results are shown in Figure 4.

 4 There was no limit to the number options young people could choose from the list
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Figure 4: Services used by young people

As can be seen in Figure 4, the main services that 
young people who took part in the survey had 
accessed were after school programs, holiday 
programs or health services. Young people were also 
asked to rate their experiences with these programs 
on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being terrible and 10 being 
awesome), and describe this ranking in their own 
words. 

Young people’s rankings of their service use can be 
seen in Figure 5. 
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As can be seen in Figure 5, the majority of young 
people reported positive experiences with services 
in community settings.  This is consistent with the 
experiences of young people who took part in the 
interviews who also, for the most part, reported 
positive experiences with services in community 
settings.  

Young people who gave services low ratings 
generally described them as not taking the time to 
really get to know them, not providing meaningful 
support and not providing longer term follow up.  

Everyone would only see one problem but not look 
further into it to see what is the cause.

I have never had anyone truly seem to listen or care, 
the solutions were always temporary and never long 
term, and never followed up.

These responses suggest a similar lack of autonomy 
and voicelessness described by interviewees.  A 
large number of young people also reported 
average, mixed, or inconsistent, experiences with 
service use.  Average or mixed experiences were 
characterised by the idea that, although services 
were not terrible, they were not necessarily as good 
as they could be.  

Figure 5: Young people’s rating of their service use
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They were always helpful but the lack of resources 
and funding, as well as the restricting red tape was 
an issue.

Often services tried to help, and the people who 
came to me were nice, but the system itself wasn’t 
flexible enough.

Some weren’t as helpful as they should have been 
and I wasn’t comfortable with talking to some of 
them due to not trusting them with confidentiality, 
but they were always willing to help and support 
me. Some also were very textbook and couldn’t 
understand that not everyone is exactly the same 
and some things just don’t work for some people.

Within the mid-range rankings, inconsistent 
descriptions of experiences were the most common. 
These were characterised by positive experiences 
with one or more services and negative experiences 
with others.   

Most services are outdated and make you feel 
like you actually ARE homeless or ARE a victim of 
whatever your experience when they focus on that 
need not be so dreary and hopeless. The Reach 
Foundation is amazing however and I have been 
involved with them for six years now and currently 
am working for them. More kids need to go along 
to these programs no matter what their situation is 
or isn’t, as it’s endless in possibilities and modern, 
youthful and constant support.

Some services are better than others. Have had 
a few negative experiences with counsellors in 
the past, however on an overall scale I would say 
services were ‘average’.

The majority of experiences young people reported 
with their service use were positive.

Found services very approachable and far more easy 
than expected.

Very friendly and accessible. Young women’s sexual 
health service where I felt totally comfortable and 
respected.

At these services, I was treated fairly and with 
respect, I got to have my say and I have learnt many 
other skills on trust, cooperation and social skills 
and I will happily continue these services as I have 
gained friends from this.

As young people were asked to comment on their 
service use overall, it is difficult to speculate about 
which particular services are performing well and 
which are performing poorly. Despite this, it is 
interesting to note that, in the information that 
was available, no clear themes emerged to explain 
the variation in ratings.  This, combined with a 
large number of free text responses that described 
average, mixed or inconsistent experiences, and 
the varied experiences of interview participants, 
suggests that there is some work to be done in 
streamlining the way that community services are 
delivered in Victoria.  
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As this report has demonstrated, young people at 
times face complex challenges in their lives and 
these directly affect their ability to remain engaged 
in education.  Even where these barriers exist, this 
research has found that ‘the system’ can positively 
impact engagement through: 

 • providing learning environments that foster  
  a sense of belonging and value and deliver  
  relevant course work in a flexible manner,  

 • providing access to services in school and  
  community settings that recognise young  
  people as the primary consideration, and

 • fostering relationships with teachers and  
  youth support staff in the community in   
  which young people feel respected,   
  supported and heard and which open up  
  gateways to alternative learning. 

This final section of the report will make 
recommendations about how the ideas expressed 
by young people throughout this report could 
translate to actions ‘the system’ can take to enable 
better involvement of all young people in learning 
and other pathways.  

Different approaches that the ‘system’ could 
take to enable better involvement of all young 
people in learning and other pathways
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Creating inclusive 
learning environments
Young people want access to education in 
environments where they feel like a valued part of 
a learning community and are respected by both 
teachers and peers. They also want clearer links 
between what they study and where they see 
themselves in the future, and greater flexibility to 
shape their learning pathways. 

Recommendation 1:  That the DEECD support 
schools to increase opportunities for students to 
shape their learning environments. This should 
be a multifaceted approach that includes student 
involvement in high level decisions that shape 
school culture and supports individual students 
to control their learning pathways. A whole of 
school approach that encompasses all year levels is 
recommended.          

Supporting and advocating 
for young people who face 
barriers to engagement
Young people want access to workers in school and 
community service settings who will advocate for 
the things that they think are important and respect 
their right to confidentiality. Workers who provide 
support in this way act as a gateway to other 
services which results in a whole range of health and 
wellbeing needs being met. 

Recommendation 2: That the Victorian Government 
continues efforts to increase the capacity of 
professionals to fulfil their responsibility to 
young people, including activities that focus on 
more closely aligning practice to the professional 
standards outlined in the YACVic: Code of Ethical 
Practice – A first step for the Victorian youth sector.5 
This includes school, community and out-of-home 
care settings and is particularly important when 
professionals in these settings do not have youth 
specific training. 
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Recommendation 3: That the DEECD work towards 
more clearly defining the role of staff involved in 
student wellbeing in schools.  This definition should 
articulate a framework of practice that includes 
linking young people to the wider support services 
available in the community and allowing time 
for members of the student wellbeing team to 
participate in, and develop relationships with, the 
youth and community sector outside of the school.  
It should also include working with educators at a 
class, year and/or whole of school level to increase 
their capacity to provide inclusive and supportive 
environments. 

Recommendation 4: That the DEECD resource 
capacity building activities be undertaken to support 
wellbeing staff in schools, and support services 
in community settings, to adapt to the changes 
proposed in Recommendation 3. 

Building more respectful 
and supportive 
relationships between 
young people and other 
professionals 
Young people want opportunities to form 
relationships with professionals in which they feel 
respected, supported and heard. These relationships 
play an integral role in ensuring positive 
engagement with education and service providers. 

Recommendation 5: That the Victorian Government 
work with schools and service providers to identify 
and address barriers to developing relationships 
with young people in which they feel respected, 
supported and heard. Barriers may be indentified 
through existing data (including data collected 
from professionals in the Youth Partnerships 
demonstration sites) and though consultation with 
professionals in school and community settings. 
Addressing barriers to forming these types of 
relationships may include a combination of capacity 
building activities and policy reform.  

Recommendation 6:  That the DEECD explores 
innovative approaches to continuous improvement 
in teaching practice (e.g. The Victorian Student 
Representative Council’s ‘Teach-the-Teacher’ 
program).6
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