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One million people live in disadvantage in Australia today. Each year billions of dollars 
are poured into social services and reform programs across welfare, education and 
health and yet so many people continue to experience disadvantage. 

SVA works to improve the lives of people in need. Our unique approach focuses on 
understanding the structural causes behind persistent disadvantage, then finding and 
supporting the innovative approaches that can create systemic change. Our practice is 
evidence based; a discipline we apply to every facet of our organisation.

By offering funding, investment and advice, we support partners across sectors 
to increase their social impact. Since 2002, we have worked in partnership with 
community service organisations, philanthropists, governments and businesses to 
help improve the lives of people in need. Through our work, we have developed a 
practical understanding of what it takes to tackle disadvantage. 

People and organisations that create real impact have a deep understanding of the 
environment they are operating in. This means being clear on the exact issue they are 
trying to address and understanding who else is operating in the ecosystem. They 
design and deliver their programs and services based on evidence of what works best.

High-impact organisations contribute to system change. They introduce innovative 
approaches, work collaboratively, share their knowledge so others can learn from 
them (both successes and failures) and jointly advocate for change. 

As part of our commitment to driving system change, SVA has developed a series of 
papers in four focus areas; Education, Employment, Housing and First Australians. We 
have combined our practical experience with publicly available data and research to 
present our perspective. In each paper we set out our vision for the future, a summary 
of the issue, actions required to achieve the vision, a discussion of the drivers of better 
outcomes and small snapshots of SVA’s work. 

We hope that these papers spark debate, innovation and collaboration. 

Everyone has a role to play. We invite you to join us in building and sharing the 
knowledge base of what works best to improve the allocation of funding, increase the 
impact of services and change lives.   

Rob Koczkar 
CEO 
Social Ventures Australia

SVA’s vision
SVA shares the vision articulated in the Melbourne Declaration of an Australian education system that 
develops the intellectual, social and moral wellbeing of young people as well as contributing to the 
economic prosperity and social cohesion of the nation.1  

At present Australian children don’t have an equal opportunity to access a high-quality education, with 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds likely to start behind and be at high risk of falling further. SVA 
has developed an evidence-based perspective on the actions and drivers required to promote equity 
and a high quality education system for all.

This includes ensuring that home, community and formal learning environments all support learning. 
It also means harnessing the drivers for improving education outcomes, particularly by supporting 
effective teaching, from ages 0-5, through formal schooling and in the school-to-work transition 
(including further education). 

The issue
Educational outcomes are influenced by a person’s socioeconomic status. Those who experience 
disadvantage have a much higher risk than the general population of poor education outcomes. 

Education alone cannot address underlying disadvantage but SVA believes there should be an equal 
opportunity for all children to receive a high-quality education, tailored to their needs, to maximise the 
chance for them to develop the skills to participate fully in society (the ‘Education Goal’). High-quality 
education is the path to a sustainable, independent and meaningful livelihood.

An individual’s lifetime earning capacity is largely determined by the age of 18 and education is one of 
the most important contributors.2 Children who do not receive a good education are at greater risk of 
later unemployment, earn less and are less likely to participate in the labour force.3 They are also more 
likely to be involved in crime4 and to become disadvantaged parents. 

There is a strong and well documented correlation between education, participation and productivity.5 
For each extra year of education, a worker’s earnings rise by 5.5% to 11%, all other things being equal, 
and each extra year of education may raise productivity by 3% to 6%. If the percentage of young people 
completing year 12 rose from 80% to 90%, gross domestic product would be $1.8 b higher in 2020.6

Our Education Goal is in two distinct but related parts; (i) ensuring equal opportunity and (ii) providing 
high-quality education. We need to address both as there is little benefit if disadvantaged students 
have equal access to an education that is not appropriate for the modern economy. And disadvantaged 
students are also likely to fare worse than more advantaged young people who have the social capital to 
mitigate the impact of a misaligned formal education.7



SVA PERSPECTIVES  |  EDUCATION AUGUST 2016 social ventures.com.au 54 SVA PERSPECTIVES  |  EDUCATION

1. EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

Children with a disadvantaged background do not have an equal opportunity 
to access Australia’s education offerings. A 2015 Mitchell Institute report on 
educational opportunity in Australia8 illustrates both the strong correlation of 
disadvantage with poor educational performance and the potential for great 
schooling to ‘make up the gap’ in attainment.

Disadvantage affects every stage of schooling, even readiness to attend on 
day one. Those in the lowest socioeconomic quintile are more than twice as 
likely not to be ‘school ready’ as students in the highest (31.7% versus 15.2%)9 
and the differences are greatest in the aspects that matter most for academic 
achievement. In the middle years of schooling, those whose parents did not 
complete year 12 are 3.72 times more likely to be missing out than students 
with at least one parent with a university degree (49.5% v 13.3%)10. For year 
12 attainment the socioeconomic gap is as much as 28% between the lowest 
and highest and about 40% of young people with low SES backgrounds do 
not complete year 12 (or equivalent)11. 

On average, disadvantaged children perform below their peers and are more 
likely to drop out before completing year 12.12 By the age of 15, students in 
the bottom socioeconomic quartile can be almost three years behind those in 
the top quartile.13 

There is a strong over-representation of key groups in those who perform 
less well in schools. The gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
students for year 12 completion is more than 40 percentage points14. In the 
OECD’s PISA 2012 survey, Indigenous Australians scored so much lower in 
mathematical, scientific and reading literacy that the score indicated they 
were about two and a half years behind their non-Indigenous colleagues in 
all three categories.15 The survey also showed that metropolitan schools have 
more high performers and fewer low performers than those in more remote 
areas.16 A huge 75% of young people in the juvenile justice system dropped 
out of school before year 10.17 And, despite more than 90% of children with a 
disability attending a mainstream school, only 36% complete year 12.18 

Australia has a stronger link between performance and socioeconomic 
status than the average OECD country. Nearly 60% of the most 
disadvantaged students in Australia are in schools classed as disadvantaged 
– well above the OECD average and substantially higher than in any 
comparable OECD country.

Drivers of better outcomes
SVA believes that certain conditions and actions are more effective than others in moving us towards the Education Goal. Based on 
the evidence summarised later in this paper, we consider these to be the key drivers of better outcomes.

2. HIGH-QUALITY EDUCATION

The Grattan Institute argues that education is the 
single most important policy area to get right 
because ‘better education has vital non-economic 
benefits such as contributing to wellbeing, health, 
social mobility and reduced crime rates’.19 So we 
need to ensure that we are building an education 
system that equips children to succeed in an 
increasingly competitive world.

Worryingly, the data on student outcomes 
suggests that Australian students’ academic 
performance has not improved in the past decade. 
On the whole, NAPLAN data has been largely flat 
since 2008, PISA data shows declines in Australian 
students’ performance in relative terms (compared 
with high performers) as well as static or declining 
performance for Australian students in absolute 
terms.20 It is clear that there is more work to do if 
we are to meet our ‘national aspiration of a world-
class education system’ 21.

A total of 40% of the workforce is below the 
minimum literacy and numeracy standards 
needed to function in a knowledge economy.22  
In the 21st century, improving standards to 
world best practice would add up to 0.7% to 
GDP every year.23
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FIG 1. SVA EDUCATION  DRIVER TREE



SVA PERSPECTIVES  |  EDUCATION AUGUST 2016 social ventures.com.au 76 SVA PERSPECTIVES  |  EDUCATION

Actions required 
We need three things across all  
chronological stages:

1.  Involvement of the wider community 
(healthcare, family and business) in 
supporting activities to enable and support 
the impact of formal education.

2.  A substantial upgrade to formal education 
models so that they are teaching the skills and 
creating the employment pathways required 
for participation in the 21st century economy.

3.  A strong and heathy evidence ecosystem 
where all education programs and 
initiatives are developed from an evidence 
base and appropriately evaluated for 
ongoing improvement.

Within each chronological stage we need 
specific action and support: 
Early learning – school ready by 5 years old

4.  Home environment that is conducive to 
wellbeing and development in crucial early 
years supported by effective health services 
swiftly identifying and responding to need.

5.  High-quality early learning that is closely 
connected to the health system available to 
all with strong subsidies (close to zero cost) for 
disadvantaged families. 

K-12 schools – best possible progress in  
the most valuable skills

6.  Home environment remains critical 
to ensuring attendance and learning 
aspiration and must remain connected 
to other service providers, particularly for 
those experiencing disadvantage.

7.  The education system widens its approach 
on relevant skills and knowledge for the 21st 
century and is reconfigured to respond to 
personal need and individual achievement 
rather than yearly attainment.

8.  School leaders support teachers to deliver 
great learning opportunities underpinned 
by a strong evidence base of impact  
and improvement.

School to work or further study – integrated 
and effective transitions. Transition from 
school is a crucial dropping-off point that 
must be picked up both by schools and the 
employment community

9.  Schools must normalise employment and 
careers options for disadvantaged young 
people, co-locate vocational activities in 
standard school settings and ensure a tailored 
individual pathway from school to the next 
stage of training, education or employment.

10.  Governments and the employment 
community must invest in and support 
programs that create opportunities for 
exposure and experience to nurture 
aspiration and allow for meaningful 
transitions to real work.
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Understanding the drivers  
of better outcomes

EARLY LEARNING – SCHOOL-READY AT 5 YEARS OLD

THE CHALLENGE

Australian education is missing the opportunity to build strong learning foundations in early childhood. The learning progress of young 
children from disadvantaged communities is most affected by poor and disconnected early childhood education and health systems.

Home environment conducive to wellbeing  
and development

The home is the child’s first (and most influential) learning 
environment. Features imprinted in the early years in the 
home have an enormous impact on the capacity for future 
learning and achievement. A child who is developmentally 
vulnerable at the start of school is likely to have poor 
outcomes throughout their life. 

A rich learning environment at home helps children reach 
cognitive development milestones, and have better reading, 
vocabulary, general information and letter recognition skills 
– all factors that contribute to educational attainment.24 
Comorbidities such as domestic violence, abuse, parental 
addiction or unstable housing can all contribute to a home 
environment that is not conducive to learning  
and development.

Creating a home environment that fosters early learning 
requires a combination of universal services (such as maternal 
and child health), targeted early intervention programs 
for families at high risk, and intensive support for families 
experiencing violence, substance abuse, insecure housing and 
other forms of social exclusion.

Early intervention programs that have been shown to be 
effective include:25

 ●  The Pathways to Prevention Project,26 which established 
structured interventions with family, school and community 
to improve outcomes for disadvantaged youth, particularly 
in antisocial behaviour.

 ●  The government-funded Brighter Futures (NSW)27 and 
Referral for Active Intervention (Qld) programs have been 
shown to keep families out of the child protection system 
and to reduce damaging influences.

 ●  In addition to mitigating home factors that disrupt a child’s 
development, the evidence also suggests that improving 
parental capacity and relationships can significantly 
influence a child’s ability to learn.28

 ●  The Positive Parenting Project reduces stress levels, 
depression, anxiety and conflict.29

 ●  Improving the education levels of primary carers 
(particularly single parents) to bachelor’s degree or  
the equivalent improves the development of children 
because parents spend more time speaking with and 
teaching children.30

 ●  While the type of parental relationship (married, de facto, 
gay, straight) does not affect the outcomes for children, its 
stability does and parenting programs that account for this 
are more effective.31
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Effective health services swiftly identifying 
and responding to need

It is important that children do not miss out on 
the health services they need so that they are not 
placed at further disadvantage. Health problems or 
developmental delays affect meaningful learning.

Early childhood diseases are often poorly 
diagnosed and treated in disadvantaged 
communities. This is particularly concerning 
where long-term impacts such as hearing loss 
are preventable. Similarly, diagnosing disabilities 
and mental health disorders is often delayed in 
disadvantaged communities due to lack of service, 
particularly in regional and remote communities.32 

Ensuring proper health checks and diagnoses are 
carried out is more challenging when the parent/
carer is not as aware of their importance, or is not 
as independently capable of using the services, 
or has previously had poor experiences with 
government agencies.

Rates of health screening and diagnosis for 
early childhood diseases and disabilities need to 
improve. This is particularly important for children 
in disadvantaged communities. Improving 
participation in early childhood education and 
mandated initial health screenings will speed 
up identification and diagnosis and ensure 
children receive the right support from their first 
contact with the education system. However, 
initial screenings and diagnoses are only the first 
step. The appropriate interventions, programs 
and treatments must then be accessible. 
Telehealth and virtual health solutions offer new 
opportunities for rural and remote communities to 
receive health services.

Accessible high-quality learning for all three and four-year-olds with 
needs-based funding to ensure delivery

High-quality early learning has a significant positive effect on a child’s 
development, wellbeing and readiness for school. For children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, it has the double benefit of reducing risk 
factors at home.

Children who do not receive a high-quality early education are:

 ●  25% more likely to drop out of school. 

 ●  40% more likely to become a teenage parent.

 ●  60% more likely never to attend higher education.

 ●  70% more likely to be arrested for a violent crime.33

International cost-benefit analysis shows that for every dollar spent on 
effective early childhood intervention, there is as much as a US$7 return 
to society.34 

Australia’s provision of early childhood education is poor.35 Only 0.1% of GDP 
is spent on early childhood educational institutions, compared with 0.8% or 
more in countries such as Chile, Denmark and Luxembourg.36 

While high-quality early learning is important for all children, it has the 
greatest benefit for those from disadvantaged families. PwC estimates 
the economic benefit of investing in vulnerable children at $13.3 billion 
in cumulative additional contribution to GDP to 2050. This is larger 
than the already substantial $10.3 billion benefit to GDP from children 
receiving a quality education and care program.37 For vulnerable 
families, affordable childcare also lets primary carers participate in the 
workforce, which adds income and strengthens the home environment.

Yet disadvantaged families and vulnerable children are less likely to 
attend early education and care. Such families are more price sensitive38, 
find the provision of early learning doesn’t meet their needs, particularly 
if they work part time or as casuals, and confront extra barriers to 
access.39 The Productivity Commission Inquiry into Childcare and Early 
Childhood Learning acknowledges the need to improve the system 
and states that low-income women and their families face the greatest 
barriers to work.40

Australia needs a universal early learning system for all three and four-year-
olds. The system must be structured so that disadvantaged children can 
attend, irrespective of their parent’s work status. This level of support will 
need to include a deep subsidy (close to full cost) for those who cannot afford 
it. In one comparison Australia ranked third last among 25 OECD countries in 
an evaluation of early childhood programs41.

Early learning is improving through the implementation of the National 
Quality Framework and the National Quality Standard. The principles of 
equity, inclusion and diversity that underlie the Education and Care Services 
National Law need to take account of the circumstances of disadvantaged 
families. This includes ensuring that rural areas have adequate options, that 
waiting lists are minimised, and that service quality is high, regardless of the 
socioeconomic status of the community.42

Early learning centres should also be a ‘soft entry point’ for further support 
to disadvantaged families. Early learning centres can be a connection point 
between families and support services by finding out when a family needs 
help and referring them to services offering additional support. 

Consistent delivery of early learning in a culturally appropriate way

For early learning to be effective it must be appropriate to the culture and 
setting of the child receiving it. According to UNESCO, ‘the best results are gained 
when ECCE [Early Childhood Care and Education scheme] caters to the child’s 
holistic development – facilitated by multi-sectoral collaboration – and provides 
developmentally and contextually relevant educational experiences’.43 Access to early 
learning is not enough to improve educational achievement in Australia. Consistently 
high-quality learning must be delivered in an appropriate form.

Learning that is not tailored or responsive to the culture and setting of the children 
receiving it will not have the anticipated benefit and will waste resources. Children 
whose language background is other than English (LBOTE) may need extra instruction. 
Recent migrants and refugees are particularly susceptible. Indigenous families are 
another group whose strong cultural traditions should be recognised and reforms of 
early learning should take account of the need for direct involvement of Indigenous 
organisations in the delivery of early learning.

Culturally diverse communities often experience disadvantage and because 
of the complexities of their learning experience, they are less likely to achieve 
good outcomes. Learning services need to be culturally suitable to increase the 
enrolment, attendance and responsiveness of children and their families. This goes 
beyond simply tolerance and includes respect for other cultures, the promotion of 
positive cross-cultural relationships, and an understanding of what it means at all 
levels. Culturally proficient services remove barriers to access such as administrative 
processes and prohibitive fees.44 Dedicated training of early learning educators is 
needed to achieve this. 
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Goodstart Early Learning

 ●  Focus: SVA was a founding member of the 
consortium that created Goodstart Early Learning to 
transition a failing childcare provider into Australia’s 
largest non-profit early learning provider with 
a focus on high-quality education, regardless of 
disadvantage. 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: The syndicate 
structured a $165m transaction that included 
debt financing, government loan and private 
investment to successfully bid for 650 ABC Learning 
Centres, which were then rebranded Goodstart 
Early Learning. SVA has given ongoing support in 
strategic planning, business opportunity assessment 
and cost base review.

K-12 SCHOOLING – CONSISTENTLY EFFECTIVE TEACHING AND LEARNING

THE CHALLENGE

There is significant disparity and inconsistency in the quality and impact of teaching and learning across and within the Australian 
education systems, sectors, schools and communities.

Supportive home environment conducive to school 
attendance and learning aspiration 

To achieve the best educational outcomes, children need stable 
housing, an absence of domestic violence and abuse and 
adequate healthcare. They also need a home environment that 
values schooling. This can be improved if parents and carers 
have stable employment.

Professor John Hattie has identified six major sources of the 
variation in student achievement.51 The student themselves 
and what they bring to school through their background 
make up 50% of the variation in predicted achievement. And 
a further 5-10% is predicted by parental levels of expectation 
and encouragement. The balance is ‘in-school’ factors such as 
schools, leaders and teachers.52  

Children who do not attend school regularly do not receive 
instruction and miss the modelling benefits of regular 
attendance. If schooling is valued in the home, the child is more 
likely to attend.53 These approaches are difficult to develop 
in disadvantaged households. Most of the schools that have 
low attendance are in the bottom quintile of the Index of 
Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) scale.54

Poor attendance is exacerbated in disadvantaged communities 
by increased family stress, less access to good healthcare, 
transience and homelessness. There is often significant pressure 
on adolescents to work to contribute income to the household. 

In disadvantaged school communities, attendance is below 
85%, and less than 80% for very remote schools.55 Assuming 
there are 200 school days a year, 15% equates to 30 days missed. 

Over 12 years of schooling, this equates to 18 months missed. 
Attendance is also linked to retention in later school years. There 
is a 20% gap in retention rates to the end of year 12 between 
young people from lower and higher socioeconomic groups.56

Children whose parent has a university degree are 10% more 
likely to finish year 12 than those whose parent does not. And 
a study in the Netherlands showed that the risk of a young 
person dropping out of school decreased by 7% for each year 
of parent education.57

Coordinated support for disadvantaged families is necessary 
to ensure young people attend school regularly. Keys to 
encouraging better year 12 completion are making the 
education-related government rebate and benefit structure 
more accessible, educating families about the benefits of 13 
years’ schooling and supporting the home environment in 
income and healthcare. Schools that have high transience and 
unemployment rates also need more resources. 

Some young people have levels of disadvantage or impairment 
that require alternate education interventions and placements. 
Not everyone thrives in a school environment. They need 
support that focuses on employment and building skills for 
economic independence. Coordinated case management that 
tracks and supports families, schools and service providers will 
reduce duplication while building efficiency. Coordinated case 
management is also important so that new schools ‘pick up’ 
where the last school ‘left off’.

Close connection between early learning system and  
health systems

Integrated delivery of early learning and mainstream health 
and community services is needed to give children healthy 
opportunities to learn and develop. 

A total of 22% of children are developmentally vulnerable in one 
or more domains, when measured against the five Australian 
Early Development Census (AEDC) domains (physical health and 
wellbeing, social competence, emotional maturity, language 
and cognitive skills (school-based), and communication skills 
and general knowledge). This figure rises to 43% for Indigenous 
children and to 44% for children in remote areas.45

According to AEDC research, ‘almost one fifth of Australian 
children in their first year of school experience additional 
health and development needs: 4% with formally diagnosed 
conditions and 18% with emerging problems that don’t qualify 
for special education supports’. Children with extra healthcare 
needs were disproportionately represented in the lowest 
quarter of academic achievement.46

Home visits by nurses to vulnerable mothers and babies 
have shown significant benefits in child development, school 
readiness and positive parenting practices and are being 
evaluated in several locations by the Australian Research 
Alliance for Children and Youth.47

Integrating early childhood services is beneficial because of 
the link between health and educational development and 
because it enables health and education providers to share 
information about a child’s needs. This is especially the case in 
disadvantaged communities. Data sharing among institutions 
provides opportunities to better understand each child more 
comprehensively and mapping health outcomes and challenges 
to early learning behaviours would provide educators and 
institutions with valuable insight to better tailor services and 
provide necessary support.  

The provision of multiple services at a single site needs to 
increase. This would save time and effort for families and allow 
a quicker response to incidents affecting a child’s wellbeing. 
It would also allow the sharing of resources and data and 
increase support for schools and educators.48 UNESCO says 
integrated ECCE services help ensure holistic childhood 
development, especially for vulnerable children. It defines 
integrated ECCE services as a union of resources and personnel 
from multiple sectors in a single program managed by a single 
administrative unit. Programs in Colombia, Honduras and 
Cuba are positive examples.49

For children with additional healthcare needs and 
particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, more 
investment will be needed to ensure they receive the same 
learning opportunities as their peers. AEDC research calls 
for tailored interventions for children with extra health and 
development needs so that their functional status, personal 
characteristics and external influences are considered and 
misdiagnosis is avoided.50 
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Engaged local community and business to model behaviours

Schools in isolated disadvantaged communities struggle. 
Communities with complex challenges require a collaborative 
approach and engaging the community in support of young 
people is critical to building learning success.58

Education is everyone’s business. When local businesses and 
the community support schools through activities, investment, 
sponsorship, the contribution of services, skills and expertise, 
the value of education becomes notably more important. 

Partnerships in education provide a broader safety net 
for responding to the challenges and complexities of 
disadvantaged communities in particular. Schools are less 
effective when working in isolation. Business and community 
partnerships help develop educational opportunities aligned to 
community needs. 

Successful schools in disadvantaged communities are deeply 
connected to their community.59 They have more financial 
and social capital to effect change within the school. This 
link reinforces the value of education to parents and carers 
beyond the school gate as the wider community promotes 
the school’s work. 

Specific funding allocations should be made to enable 
community coordinators who broker and manage partnerships 
for one or more schools in a specific area.60

The skills of school leaders need to be developed to engage 
with and build relationships with business and the community. 
Incentives need to be devised to encourage businesses and the 
broader community to form partnerships with schools. 

Local health and welfare services closely connected with 
local school (child focused) 

Integrating health services with schools creates a ‘one-
stop shop’ for families. The services may include medical, 
dentistry, counselling and psychology within or attached 
to a school. Good examples of such integration have stable, 
committed leadership, local input, a focus on partnerships, 
a comprehensive plan involving parents and guardians, 
high expectations and shared accountability for results.61 
Simplified access to health services helps ensure young 
people (especially in disadvantaged communities) arrive in 
classrooms ready to learn. 

Families in disadvantaged communities may not know where 
to get support and if they are stressed may be reluctant to 
trust unfamiliar professionals. Centralised services at school 
respond to these challenges and provide a non-threatening 
entry point to additional supports.

Co-design is a core pillar of the coordinated system. 
Government has a role in convening discussions in the 
education and health sectors and in evaluating other schools 
that have achieved this coordination.

Team support must be provided for school leaders and 
teachers to work with health services, and teachers need to 
know when to appropriately involve health practitioners.

System responds to personal need and ensures 
optimal progress for each child each year 

Young children in disadvantaged communities 
are made more vulnerable when support is 
not provided early to prevent issues becoming 
more complex.

The earlier that problems are identified the less 
costly and more effective the treatment. Cognitive 
neuroscience gives us better understanding to 
identify early signs of learning disadvantage and 
more evidence of the most effective interventions.

As in many of the drivers, children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to 
have learning difficulties (for the health and 
environmental reasons described above) and 
so stand to benefit more from early detection 
and action.

In 2009, the AEDC created a snapshot of early 
childhood development in five areas in a child’s 
first year of school. In 2012, the AEDC found 
78% of children were developmentally on track. 
Unfortunately, that leaves more than 20% falling 
behind.62 Effective screening and detection are 
vital to determine what extra is needed. 

As with early learning and health services, data 
sharing between schools and broader partners 
offers continuity of support, better handover of 
cases and improved outcomes. Standards must 
be created and maintained for how and when 
data sharing is appropriate. In addition, systems 
must allow for the data to be accessed, queried 
and understood. 63
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Curriculum and assessment appropriate for the learning competencies 
required in future society. 

A high-quality curriculum is essential for all students and must be relevant to 
the needs of 21st century learners and workers, covering literacy and numeracy, 
STE(A)M and the qualities of inquiry, independent learning and resilience.64

A culturally sensitive curriculum aligned with the future needs of society and 
the economy will provide a solid foundation for high-quality learning.

Employment conditions and the global economy demand new high-level 
skills and competencies in communication, problem solving, creativity, self-
regulation, adaptability and cultural sensitivities. Organisations such as P21 
– Partnership for 21st Century Learning – have created structures to support 
the shift to teaching the skills needed in this century.65

The Assessment and Teaching of 21st Century Skills project created a 
partnership between the University of Melbourne, Cisco, Microsoft and 
Intel to produce a series of white papers on the needs of the 21st century 
economy. It developed modules for teaching collaborative problem solving 
and ICT literacy, which were seen to be the two critical skill groups.66 ICT 
literacy continues to be a challenge in Australia. Between 2011 and 2014, the 
performance of students participating in the National Assessment Program 
ICT assessment declined.67

Many low SES schools have diverse cultures, which makes accessible 
delivery harder but, to date, digital literacy assessments have been based on 
socioeconomic background, Indigenous status and geographic location. Only 
20% of the assessed Indigenous students in year 10 reached the ‘proficient’ 
level of digital literacy, compared with 53% of their non-Indigenous peers. 
Similarly, only 40% of students in year 12 whose parents were from the 
‘unskilled labourers, office, sales and service’ occupational groups scored 
at the ‘proficient’ level, while 65% of students whose parents were from the 
‘senior managers and professionals’ group achieved that level.68 

Significant numbers of students from disadvantaged backgrounds fail to 
thrive in a school environment but can complete their education in an 
alternative setting. Possible alternative approaches range from virtual 
education solutions for remote Australians to targeted support for children 
with learning difficulties or disabilities. The solutions must match the needs 
of the particular students or cohorts. Such alternative models need to be 
included in education budgets to ensure all children can complete year 12 
or the equivalent.69

New teaching and learning pedagogy is needed to respond adequately to the 
changing needs and demands on education. It is partly the responsibility of 
the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) to 
design a curriculum that prepares students effectively to tackle the challenges 
of the technology-rich, global economy.

Dynamic school leadership engaging with networks to 
sustain a culture of continuous improvement informed  
by evidence

Much of the public discussion about the quality of learning is 
directed at the quality of teaching. School leadership creates 
the conditions for that to occur in each classroom. High-
quality leaders perform consistently well against the Australian 
Professional Standard for Principals set by the Australian 
Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL).

The institute states that effective principals should:

1. Take a systematic, standards-based and coherent approach. 

2. Identify and nurture talent. 

3.   Match learning to an individual’s capabilities, career stage 
and context. 

4. Use evidence-based adult learning techniques. 

5. Evaluate programs for impact.70

High-quality leaders enable high-quality teaching. They build the 
capacity of the teaching workforce and create an expectation of 
consistently high performance.

Good teaching makes the biggest difference in educational 
outcomes in the formal institutional setting71. But teaching 
is practised within a school and the culture of the school 

pursued by its leaders determines the consistency of practice. 
All schools have some great teachers getting good results but 
their benefit is diminished – and the teachers demoralised – 
when good practice is not pervasive. 

With Australian schools having more autonomy since 2003, 
they now make 49% of the decisions and the states 51%. 
Schools make most of the decisions about the organisation 
of instruction.72 This autonomy further highlights the need for 
capable school leadership.

School leaders must ensure they make decisions that create 
the greatest opportunity for effective learning in students. At 
present they are not well supported to do this – either to know 
what works and why or to know how to implement evidence 
based programs to get the best results. There is a general lack 
of investment in education evidence and a specific lack of 
empirical evidence on educational programs in schools. This 
knowledge gap should be addressed. 

There is also a strong need to translate and mobilise knowledge 
to place it usefully in the hands of busy frontline educators, in 
forms that are immediately actionable. And there is a need to 
further develop the skills and capabilities of the profession to 
work effectively with data and evidence to continuously improve 
their practice and ultimately improve student learning outcomes.
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Evidence for Learning – evidenceforlearning.org.au

 ●  Focus: Enabling and supporting evidence-informed 
practice in schools by

 –  building new evidence with a Learning Impact 
Fund that commissions and reports on rigorous 
independent evaluations of programs in schools, 
including their impact on learning and the costs 
of implementation

 –  sharing global evidence summaries of 34 
education approaches through a free online 
Teaching and Learning Toolkit within an 
Australasian context

 –  encourage the use of data and evidence by 
supporting educators to engage with the 
evidence and to build their own evaluative 
practices through the Evidence Informed 
Educator network 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: In 2015, Social 
Ventures Australia worked with the Department 
for Education and Training in Victoria to secure 
sponsorship from Commonwealth Bank as foundation 
partner in Evidence for Learning and to fund the first 
project under the Learning Impact Fund.

Bright Spots Schools Connection – Powerhouse Schools

 ●  Focus: This is an SVA-incubated venture working 
towards school leadership that makes decisions 
based on evidence. The aim is for all children to fulfil 
their potential and make the most of their lives as 
productive citizens. This venture seeks to encourage 
strong school leadership and an environment that 
supports great teaching, and consistently high-quality 
teaching and learning.

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: The Connection 
supports leaders to investigate evidence, use it in 
practice, create new evidence, and leverage it to 
articulate and evaluate practice. The three focus areas 
are developing leadership and capacity in Powerhouse 
Schools; capturing and sharing thought leadership to 
boost systemic capacity, and providing seed funding 
for innovation projects. SVA has also used its consulting 
team’s skills to improve the Powerhouse Schools’ 
capacities in measuring outcomes.

Bright Spots Schools Connection – Star Hubs

 ●  Focus: The Star Hubs project is being developed to 
support the translation of great practice to school 
settings. It will facilitate the creation of intra- and 
interstate networks of schools and provide support for 
exchanges of practice and learning among educators.

 ●  Project achievements with SVA support: SVA 
Consulting worked with The Connection to describe 
the activities and impact of the pilot project and 
identify questions for the evaluation. This informed 
the proposed monitoring and evaluation framework 
for the pilot. The pilot has been scoped and costed, 
and the relationships necessary to start the program 
have been established.
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Consistently great teaching delivered by respected, 
effective professionals 

Teacher quality is the single most important school variable 
influencing student achievement.73 Unfortunately, there is high 
variability of quality teaching even between classrooms in the 
same school.74

The teachers’ performance in the assessment can be explained 
through the findings of the Action Now: Classroom Ready 
Teachers report, produced by the Teacher Education Ministerial 
Advisory Group, which outlined some troubling key findings 
including that:

1. National standards are weakly applied.

2. Public confidence in initial teacher education needs to rise. 

3.  Evidence exists of poor practice in some initial teacher 
education programs.

4.  There is insufficient integration between teacher education 
providers and schools and systems.

5.  There is inadequate application of standards for 
classroom readiness.

6.  Insufficient professional support is given to  
beginning teachers.

7.  Gaps are present in crucial information, including  
workforce data.75

Given this, it is not surprising that quality varies among and 
within classrooms.

Teachers need to work with data and evidence to understand 
the impact of their practice and to continually improve the way 
they meet each child’s needs. New ways are being developed to 
use the data available in schools. Teachers need to be supported 
to share data-driven best practices within their school 
and between schools. Similarly, school leaders need to be 
continually searching for ways to reduce any negative variability 
in the quality of teaching. 

As schools better understand their students, it becomes 
easier to respond to individual needs. This individualised 
understanding is important because research has shown that 
educational achievement within a single class may be spread 
over up to eight year levels within a single class.76

The present system does not ensure that the most talented, 
experienced or skilled teachers are deployed where they are 
needed most. This adds to the complexity of the challenges 
experienced in disadvantaged schools.

Finland and the Shanghai region of China offer potential lessons 
in addressing teacher quality. In both locations, the teaching 
profession is well respected by the broader community. In 
Finland, rigorous research-based education programs have 
been developed for teachers along with supporting professional 
development during a teacher’s career.77 A five-year master’s 
degree is required to teach in Finland, setting the bar quite high 
and intentionally limiting the number of teachers to control for 
quality and consistency.78 

The Shanghai region offers similar lessons. Teachers in Australia 
have 50% less non-teaching time than Shanghai teachers 
do, meaning they have less time to engage in other activities 
known to have a large impact on learning, including lesson 
preparation, classroom observation, team teaching, school-
based research, giving feedback, identifying learning needs, 
modelling good practice and active collaboration. Teachers 
are viewed as researchers for continuous improvement in 
education and all have a mentor to help improve their practice. 
Classroom observations provide ongoing feedback, and 
accomplishments in teaching are acknowledged and lead 
to promotions. These frameworks focus on learning while 
equipping teachers to provide it effectively.79 

In Australia the most pressing need is for high-quality initial 
education of teachers so that they can help young people to 
learn.80 Assessing aspiring teachers’ literacy and numeracy is 
a step in the right direction but equipping them for success in 
the first place is more important than identifying gaps in their 
knowledge immediately before sending them to classrooms.81

Greater support should be given for professional learning and 
expertise development for teachers in schools in disadvantaged 
communities in recognition of the more complex and 
demanding role of a teacher in these settings.

Unfortunately, a report in 2010 showed teachers do not feel 
that effectiveness is valued – 92% said that if they improved 
their teaching quality they would not receive any recognition. In 
addition, 83% of teachers said the evaluation of their work had 
no impact on their chances of career advancement.82 

The education system in Australia struggles to attract good 
teachers because of the profession’s perceived low status and 
pay. This is particularly true for male teachers who are under-
represented in the profession.83 The problem of perception also 
affects leadership recruitment. Steps must be taken to enhance 
the profession’s reputation and improve pay rates to make it 
more attractive.

National Exceptional Teachers in Disadvantaged 
Schools (NETDS) program

 ●  Focus: NETDS seeks to prepare teachers for working 
in disadvantaged schools. The program, set up in 
2009, is an initiative of the faculty of education 
at Queensland University of Technology (QUT). It 
identifies high-achieving pre-service teachers to 
participate in a tailored curriculum, preparing them 
to teach in disadvantaged schools. 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: After working 
with QUT to create the NETDS project, SVA helped to 
develop a plan to replicate it in six more universities 
and to secure funding for it. SVA also helped 
to develop and extend mentoring support for 
graduates and created a knowledge network among 
partners and graduates that emphasised research, 
impact and outcomes.

SCHOOL TO WORK – INTEGRATED AND EFFECTIVE TRANSITIONS

THE CHALLENGE

The school-to-work transition is a significant challenge for many young Australians, especially those in disadvantaged communities. 
It involves home, community and educational factors. 

Social Ventures Australia, the Beacon Foundation and the Foundation for Young Australians collaborated to conduct research and 
present a model of careers learning, Beyond the Classroom, underpinned by five pillars:

1. Integrated career learning delivered as part of the school curriculum to provide ‘real-world’ concepts.

2. Parental engagement in development, goal setting and aspirations.

3. Workplace exposure through mentoring, internship and placement opportunities.

4. School-industry networks built on partnerships between schools and the business community.

5. First job support to create an environment conducive to learning and growing during the initial transition from school to work.84

SVA also undertook a companion project to review the international evidence of what is required to improve youth employment 
published as ‘The fundamental principles of youth employment’. 85 The principles are divided into personal: young people are ready 
for work, and community infrastructure: collaboration to deliver employment solutions for young people. The principles are: 

Personal: 

 ●  Identity 

 ●  Building aspirations 

 ●  Literacy and numeracy capability 

 ●  Employment skills 

 ●  Careers management 

Community infrastructure: 

 ●  Business partnerships 

 ●  Early intervention 

 ●  Personalised support 

 ●  Alternative employment pathways 

 ●  Financial support 

The report identifies activities to support each of these principles, resources required to deliver the activities and indicators of 
success. It also outlines recommended actions for different stakeholder groups including employers, educators, social purpose 
organisations, governments, philanthropists, employment service providers, and young people themselves.

This section should be read in conjunction with SVA Perspectives: Employment, which provides greater detail on the drivers of 
successful outcomes in employment.
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Supportive home environment for  
work aspirations 

By creating a home environment that is supportive 
of and conducive to normalised aspirations for a 
working life, young people are better positioned to 
make a successful transition from school to work.

Evidence suggests that informal career guidance 
from parents is more influential than formal 
guidance from qualified guidance practitioners.86  
Research also shows that while some parents 
think their influence is minimal, students and 
careers advisers frequently say that parents are a 
key factor in career aspirations and outcomes.87 
Children tend to choose occupational levels that 
match their parents’ expectations.88 

Intergenerational disadvantage is perpetuated 
when households have low expectations 
and the value of work is not encouraged or 
understood. Messages from the home front 
strongly affect young people’s attitudes to work. 
If parents have not worked or are not working, 
the value of having a job declines.

Children in jobless families have markedly 
different understandings of employment 
pathways and aspirations for further education 
and careers.89 For this reason formal channels, 
including career counselling, need to be reformed 
and adapted and programs should be targeted at 
whole families, rather than individuals.

Improving the education of parents who are 
jobless, particularly single parents, has a flow-
on effect for the long-term employment of 
their children.90 Better support for long-term 
unemployed parents encourages more discussion 
of work and work aspirations in these families.

Career advisers need to give young people 
information about broader career options and 
ideas. This is especially important for children 
from families where work is not a common 
conversation topic.

Business and community support for 
meaningful work experience opportunities

Partnerships with businesses and communities 
to offer work experience and education are often 
developed in an ad hoc manner. This affects 
disadvantaged young people most, given that 
they have less social capital.91

In communities of low social capital, young 
people do not have examples or chances to 
experience work beyond what’s done by their 
parents or close community members. Business 
support to expose young people to broader 
employment options can build their business 
literacy and adjust their career aspirations. 
Business partnerships and involvement with 
schools have been shown to improve young 
people’s career aspirations, their work readiness 
and their ability to move into work after school.92

Research in the US and Britain also shows that 
experience with employers increases young 
people’s confidence and is a strong factor in 
whether, after school, they are NEET (not in 
education, employment or training) or non-NEET.93

In many countries, the school curriculum 
includes work experience, work sharing, work 
visits and work simulations. The Business Class 
program in Britain shows the positive outcomes 
of partnerships with schools. More than 400 
partnerships have been set up to deliver business 
education and to support pupils. 

Business Class research also found five benefits to 
employers from these partnerships: engagement 
with their workforce; creating a pipeline for future 
talent; developing innovation and fresh thinking; 
raising the company’s profile; attracting new 
business. For students, the benefits were more 
support for leadership and governance, enhanced 
management skills, better financial savings, and 
stronger alignment between academic activities 
and career aspirations.94 

Ganbina (SVA Venture Philanthropy)

 ●  Focus: Ganbina operates in the Shepparton area 
of Victoria and works in partnerships with the 
community, schools, families and employers to 
help young First Australians reach their potential in 
education, training and employment and go on to 
act as ‘agents of change’ within their community. 
The program’s activities focus on education, training 
and personal development skills – essential building 
blocks for sustainable employment. 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: Ganbina has 
helped more than 950 young people, a generation 
of young First Australians, finish school, undertake 
further education or training and secure real jobs. 
Ganbina’s Jobs4U2 program is the most successful 
school-to-work transition program in Australia, with 
a minimum of 80% of participants completing their 
full course activities. 
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Relevant careers education and experiences with in-school support from 
upper-primary years

Young people in disadvantaged communities often do not know what 
opportunities exist outside their immediate experience. Early exposure 
to broader opportunities, particularly those that align with phases of 
psychological development and perception of self, can prevent early 
disengagement from learning.95

Early exposure to the options available is important for future employment and 
helps young people understand the relevance of what they learn at school. 

Fewer than half of young people are well informed when they choose what 
to study.96 Career advice is directed mainly at years 10, 11 and 12 but should 
include younger children.97 Unfortunately, only 4% of employers engage with 
education providers to align careers advice to their business needs.98

One in five university students drop out before the end of their first year, and 
more than half say that when they chose what discipline to study they did not 
know which would lead to job openings and good incomes.99

The standard of training for careers education needs to improve. 

Making Career Development Core Business, a report by the Victorian 
government and the University of Melbourne, identified the core attributes of 
high-quality career development programs. These:

 ●  Begin in the early secondary years, and use well-researched 
information on the full range of pathways, labour market conditions 
and job opportunities. 

 ●  Challenge students to do research that includes external resources 
and advice in conjunction with counselling and discussions. 

 ●  Include individual and/or group counselling for students who need it.

 ●  Provide high-quality web-based resources that are linked to and used in 
mainstream school programs and are accessible by parents. 

 ●  Include hands-on workplace experience that is linked to school-
based programs. 

 ●  Have structured links to external resources and programs that are 
integrated into the career development curriculum.100

Improve the success rate of transition from training to work readiness 

Successful transitions from education or training to work require 
jobs to be available and employers willing to hire entry-level 
workers. Young people need to have the appropriate training 
and be prepared to take on the roles.

The most common reasons for employer dissatisfaction with 
the VET system were a lack of focus on practical skills, lack of 
relevance of skills and the low standard of training.106 

Even though 72% of education providers believed young 
people were graduating well equipped for work, only 44% of 
employers felt the same way.  

On the other hand, potential employees have different support 
needs and face different challenges, such as location, disability, 
low socioeconomic status, not having English as one’s first 
language, and poor literacy and numeracy.107

Without a strong curriculum and educational set-up to support 
the transition from school, youth unemployment figures will 
remain high, leading to poor life outcomes and significant future 
support required from social services. Youth unemployment is 
already more than double (12.2%) compared with the national 
unemployment rate (5.9%).108 Young people also make up a 
disproportionate percentage of the long-term unemployed.109

A student needs to have a line of sight between school and 
work prospects. This starts with evaluating the curriculum in the 
context of business requirements to determine the mix of skills 
and capabilities needed. 

This line of sight is especially critical for vocational and training 
programs that stand at the entry to the labour market. Young 
people should be offered courses that prepare them for careers 
or jobs that are growing and provide opportunities.

Accessible, relevant and affordable vocational 
and further education (within or closely 
connected to schools) 

Young people finishing high school face a choice 
of continuing education or starting work. Tertiary 
education is not always the correct direction but 
because many careers require education beyond 
high school, relevant vocational education that 
is accessible and affordable must be available. At 
present, there are insufficient options in school-to-
work training programs.

Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
are more likely to be concerned about job 
prospects and consider themselves much more 
likely than their better-off counterparts to go to 
TAFE or do a traineeship.101

While the Australian government acknowledges 
that the Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
system is critical to economic growth and business 
productivity,102 the system has been widely 
criticised for problems such as service provider 
profiteering and poor quality programs and for its 
large cost to taxpayers.103

The former Australian Workforce and Productivity 
Agency noted in a 2013 report that in higher-
growth sectors demand for qualifications was 
expected to rise by between 3% and 3.9% on 
average each year until 2025.104 In effect, this 
means that between 3% and 4% more graduates 
will be required every year for the next decade.

The accessibility of relevant programs is a 
challenge. One way to tackle this is to tie 
vocational training more tightly to secondary 
school education. This closer integration in 
the familiar school setting could make a big 
difference in encouraging students to pursue 
non-tertiary education.

Monitoring of the system needs to hold service 
providers accountable, and the business 
community and training organisations must 
ensure that content is relevant. 

VET FEE-HELP is being reformed. Changes will 
come into effect in 2016 and a full system overhaul 
is expected in 2017.105 As part of this process, 
disadvantaged students must be considered so 
that the system is accessible and affordable.
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CareerTrackers (SVA Venture Philanthropy)

 ●  Focus: CareerTrackers links Indigenous university students with private-
sector employers in multi-year paid internships, giving them the experience 
of work and a pathway to employment. CareerTrackers participants receive 
year-round support, mentoring and guidance to ensure they succeed in the 
classroom as well as in the workplace. 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: Since 2010, CareerTrackers has grown rapidly, 
linking 943 students with 86 employment partners and achieving an 83% internship 
completion rate. CareerTrackers interns complete university at a rate of almost 
97%, compared with 38% for all other Indigenous students. SVA has supported 
CareerTrackers to expand nationally and become more financially sustainable, 
developing a fundraising, stakeholder management and organisational strategy and 
helping CareerTrackers to understand and communicate its impact.

Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience (AIME) (SVA Venture Philanthropy)

 ●  Focus: AIME is a dynamic educational program that supports Indigenous students 
through high school and into university, employment or further education at the 
same rate as other students. AIME gives Indigenous students the skills, opportunities, 
belief and confidence to grow and succeed. The venture addresses the ‘supportive 
home environment’ and ‘local business and community support for local schools’ 
outlined in the SVA Education driver tree.

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: AIME has worked with more than 3000 students 
and 1250 mentors in more than 300 schools and 16 universities.

Partnership Broker National Network (SVA Consulting)

 ●  Focus: This network supported partnerships between schools, 
businesses, community organisations and other stakeholders to 
improve education and transition for young people. It involved a 
network of more than 100 brokers which supported about 1600 
partnerships and more than 5000 partner organisations Australia-wide. 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: SVA Consulting evaluated the social 
return on investment (SROI) in 2010-2013.The evaluation included 
five standalone SROI analyses for Partnership Broker organisations 
in NSW and Queensland. The evaluation captured the impact on 
more than 700 partner organisations and parents through about 150 
partnerships. The analyses confirmed that the program was creating 
value for stakeholders in partnerships. This was underpinned by a high 
level of partnership activity. The value of social returns exceeded the 
cash investment of the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations by between 1.1 and 3.7 times in different regions. 
The program’s impact also increased over time.

Beacon Foundation (SVA Venture Philanthropy)

 ●  Focus: Beacon’s aim is ‘an Australia that understands, cares and 
is motivated to support young people to successfully transition 
from education to employment’. Students benefit from increased 
aspiration and motivation and improved careers education, gain 
the work and employability skills businesses are looking for, and are 
linked with real employment opportunities. 

 ●  Achievements with SVA support: In 2014, 2,650 businesses 
engaged with 147 schools to educate our future workforce. In all, 
98.7% of Beacon students were fully engaged in work, education 
or training nine months after year 10. This was 11.6 percentage 
points higher than the national average. The percentage of Beacon 
students who had left full-time education and were looking for 
work after year 10 was 0.3% – 10 times lower than the national 
rate. In all, 98% of Beacon schools increased their connections with 
businesses and 91% noted a positive change in the community 
perception of their school.
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