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Review of the Australian Curriculum Terms of Reference 

Our submission response is to the following highlighted aspects of the Terms of Reference. 

 The Review of the Australian curriculum will evaluate the development and implementation of the 
Australian Curriculum. 

Our summary point:  

Wider curriculum development is needed particularly to support a continuing large proportion of 
Australian students who exit secondary school early. 

 The reviewers will consider the robustness, independence and balance of the Australian Curriculum, 
including:  

o the process of curriculum shaping, development, monitoring, evaluation and review. 
o the curriculum content from Foundation to Year 12 for subjects developed to date, with a 

particular focus on the curriculum for English, mathematics, science, history and geography. 

Our summary point: 

Current curriculum in neither robust nor balanced enough for all students, many who falling through 
the cracks of Foundation year subjects developed to date. 

 The reviewers will provide recommendations to the Commonwealth Minister for Education regarding:  
i. the curriculum shaping process followed by Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority (ACARA) to ensure that the curriculum is balanced and offers students an 
appropriate degree of choice and diversity; 

ii. the process of curriculum development to be followed by the ACARA for the development and 
revision of all future curriculum content; 

iii. the content in learning areas, cross curriculum priorities and general capabilities of the 
Australian Curriculum; 

iv. the ongoing monitoring, evaluation and review of curriculum content used by ACARA to 
ensure independence, rigour and balance in curriculum development; and 

 The reviewers will provide a preliminary report to the Commonwealth Minister for Education by 31 
March 2014. The Panel will provide its final report to the Commonwealth Minister for Education by the 
31 July 2014. 

Our summary point: 
 
We seek your consideration to recommend that more emphasis is placed to ‘widen’ the curriculum to 
support all students in choice and diversity particularly when for 15%, the current learning areas and 
general capabilities of the Australian Curriculum is an enigma to them. 
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Our credentials 
 

The Albury Wodonga Community College Limited has since its establishment in 1974, created a proud history 
of community and educational achievements. We employ approximately 110 fulltime and part-time staff and 
over 50 trainers/assessors, who each seek to impart their knowledge to our 6,000 students/clients and 
customers, each year.  The Albury Wodonga Community College has locations in Wodonga and Albury, 
Mildura, Melbourne, Shepparton plus we operate from another 25 rural venues. 

 
Our achievements during our past 40 years have occurred by: 

 Being community owned and managed, 
 Being created as a not-for profit Company Limited by Guarantee, 
 Leadership, based on strong community and business experiences,  
 People delivering Programs and Services with appropriate sector pedagogy, and  
 A Vision underpinned with strategic directions and targets, set and realised. 

 
Our alternative schools 
 
We established in Victoria an ‘alternative’ school model for students in Years 11 and 12 beginning in 2006. 
Our success saw us open in 2010 a second Independent School in Albury NSW, catering for Years 9-12. 
Enrolments have been strong in both schools with over 150 students annually. 
 
We are ‘alternative’ in a number of ways with: low class sizes, high levels of social welfare student support, 
linkages within a Community College education environment described best as a ‘Village of Learning’, strong 
connections with community service/employment agencies and support groups, teachers who are innovative in 
their approach to learning, using the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning and an approved Board of 
Studies modified Year 9 &10 curriculum in NSW. 

Students who undertake our secondary education ‘alternative’ programs are typically much less likely to enrol 
in other forms of learning, in part by virtue of home and family commitments/issues, and because their 
previous attempts in school, have been unproductive. 

While our student base is ranked in the lowest academic levels measured, more than 70% of students 
positively succeed in re-engaging in school, and 88% of these students indicate that they will positively seek to 
continue into either further higher education or employment.  

Our ‘out of school’ model 

Since mid-2012, our ‘out of school’ programs have further complimented the ‘classroom’ options and we have 
witnessed extraordinary success (growing from zero to 480+ students in 18 months) due to an individual 
student focus, home-centred/distance delivery, fee-free status, carefully chosen resources that touch on most 
aspects of life, attractive media and materials. The positive ‘pulling power’ of programs like 2cool4school to 
prospective teenage learners already out of institutional secondary education is not in doubt. The 2cool4school 
approach revolves around its deliberate emphasis on what the learner already knows and can achieve – 
based on learning at home/work with higher level support. This is in stark contrast to most Secondary School 
and Vocational Education and Training (VET) alternatives that tend to focus on assessment, and presuppose 
learner deficit. 

Our rates of formal ‘in’ and ‘out’ of school completion is approximately 90%, complemented by 90+% 
satisfaction with the accredited courses, 40+% continuation into other educational studies and some 
immediate transitions into paid employment. 
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Development and implementation of the Australian Curriculum. 

Research, studies and our experiences show that 15% of secondary school students are early school leavers 
and that this student group includes a disproportionate number of teenagers and young adults with ‘a lack of 
skills, no work, low self-esteem and expectations, lifestyles in fragmented communities, poor housing, crime, 
ill-health and drug related dependencies’. The future for these former students is very difficult to realistically 
obtain/retain employment or reengage in education. 

There is nevertheless evidence from our research/delivery that alternative programs like that provided by the 
Albury Wodonga Community College have transformed the lives of many individuals in their secondary 
education senior levels and, in doing so, helped to redress persistent intergenerational and socioeconomic 
disadvantage, and enhance community wellbeing, including health and happiness. 

Although there is significant potential in Australia for ‘out of school’ programs like 2cool4school to complement 
existing Secondary Schools and Job Network programs, it is suggested that educational alternatives such as 
these still need better ways of bringing learners together and to incorporate more ‘hands on’ activity to engage 
kinaesthetic learners. 

The recommendations below point to possible opportunities for strategic improvement of the alternative school 
thinking, to best take account of the persistent need in Australia to find ways of making learning attractive and 
enjoyable, for young educationally disengaged youth. 

 Given the continuing dropout rate of secondary education students and against national objectives for 
higher rates of school retention, the opportunities offered through adult education and community/TAFE 
providers should be established. As there is not always easy access to local adult and community 
education/TAFE providers in Australia, collaborators should be sought in locations where ACE (Adult and 
Community Education/TAFE) providers do not exist and/or have strong community support. The purpose 
would be to identify and supply teachers/tutors to reach prospective students in and through community-
based voluntary organisations, as appropriate to the local and Australian cultural context. 

 Programs like that at the Albury Wodonga Community College must incorporate a planned, systematic and 
independent method of ongoing research and evaluation, quantitatively and qualitatively recording and 
measuring the diverse impacts and outcomes, against program curriculum, goals and objectives. The data 
should include information from and about student experiences and outcomes pre-course, during and 
post-course, complemented by routine program evaluation via teachers and tutors. 

 In close liaison with school education peak organisations or through specialist teacher education 
programs, certain components like those of the Albury Wodonga Community College alternative education 
programs should be customised to meet the specific needs of the significant numbers of current students 
leaving secondary education in Australia. 

 To attract kinaesthetic learners, with previous negative experiences of formal learning and literacies more 
‘hands on’, problem-based and practical activities where students actively make, create, speak and do 
things, rather than respond primarily in written words, should be developed in alternative school programs. 

 The timely services provided by programs like 2cool4school should remain flexible in the approach to 
learning, take place collaboratively in small student groups and face-to-face, with linkages back into other 
school and/or learning centre organisations. 

Our summary point:  

Wider curriculum development is needed particularly to support a continuing large proportion of Australian 
students who exit secondary school early. 
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Robustness, independent and a balance for the Australian Curriculum 
 
Taken from the 2011 published Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Schools 2010 data, we know that: 
 

 Over the past 10 years the number of schools in Australia has decreased by 132, from 9,600 
in 2000 to 9,468 in 2010.  

 

 In that time, the number of government schools fell by 223, including a decrease of 59 schools 
from 2009 to 2010.  
 

 Over that same decade, the number of non-government schools increased by 91, with most of 
that growth occurring before 2005. 
 

 In 2010, across Australia, there were 6,743 government schools (71%), 1,708 Catholic 
schools (18%), and 1,017 Independent schools (11%).  
 

 In 2010, there were 3,510,875 students in Australian schools, the distribution of these 
students throughout the states and territories was: 

 

- 32% in New South Wales 

- 24% in Victoria 

- 21% in Queensland 

- 10% in Western Australia 

- 7% in South Australia and 

- 5% between Tasmania, the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern 

Territory. 

(ABS, 2011) 
 

Interestingly, apparent retention rates are typically between 72% to 82% across years 7/8 to 12 in NSW and 
Victoria, across all school affiliations; this is relevant to how and why students come to our two schools in 
Albury and Wodonga or our ‘out of school’ programs offered at multiple locations. 
 
Now, taken from the Learning Choices Review 2012, we see the current national policy position as: 
 

The National Partnership on Youth Attainment and Transitions was negotiated between the Australian 
Federal, State and Territory governments through the Council of Australian Governments (CoAG) in 
2009.  
 

As part of this, all governments agreed to a target to raise the Year 12 (or equivalent) attainment rate from 
83.5% in 2009 to 90% by 2015 (CoAG, 2009, p.7)1.  
 

The relevant ‘performance benchmark’ (CoAG, 2009, p.14) clarifies the 90% target as “the proportion of 
young people aged 20-24 who have attained Year 12 or a Certificate II or above”, Year 12 leads to the 
standard senior secondary certificate. Certificate II is a vocational qualification, predominantly provided by 
state-run Technical and Further Education (TAFE) Colleges and some private ‘registered training 
organisations’.  
 
To achieve this major new target, three related policies have been previously agreed to:  
 
1. A new minimum requirement for young people to complete junior Secondary School (Year 10, 

usually at age 15 or 16). The new agreement involves a shift from a simple age-based 
requirement to a combination of attainment and age.  
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2. A ‘learn or earn’ policy, which requires young people to be in full-time schooling, recognised 
training or paid employment (or a mix of these) until they turn 17.  

 
3. Restrictions on access to welfare benefits for young people aged under 21, if they have not yet 

attained a Year 12 or equivalent qualification.  
 
It is worth noting that although the second policy above is for a ‘participation’ requirement, the common public 
impression is that it is now compulsory to stay in school, until age 17.  
 
This is especially evident in New South Wales, where the state policy refers to ‘the new school leaving age’ 
(NSW DET, 2009), but also applies to the other states and territories. The then federal government refers to 
this set of policies as a Compact with young Australians. In return for the Year 10 completion requirement, 
‘learn or earn’ participation requirement and welfare benefit restrictions outlined above, the then federal 
government pledges ‘an entitlement to an education or training place’ (DEEWR, 2011).  
 
In practice, this means that the Compact promises young people a government-subsidised study or training 
place, as long as a place is available and subject to admission requirements. 
 
For the majority of young people who already complete Year 12 or an equivalent (almost 84%), this may not 
matter very much. The remaining minority of young people, who traditionally have left formal education ‘early’, 
for whatever reason, will put the CoAG target and associated policies to the test.  

(Council of Australian Government [COAG], 2012) 
 
That test is what determines our program at the Albury Wodonga Community College. 
 
And recent research ‘A Second Chance at Education for Early School Leavers 2012’, found what we see 
across our eight years of alternative education that:  

 the longer a teenager stays away from study, the less likely they are to return (65% lower 
chance of returning to school after being out of school for one year), 

 dropping out of school diminishes a student’s chances of finding and retaining a job, 
 coercive measures may be needed to bolster a teenagers chances to re-engage in study, 
 females are 20% less likely to re-engage in formal education after leaving school because they 

were not willing to undertake vocational training. 
 
Finally, the University of Melbourne 2012 research found that ‘about 60% of children from low SES-households 
finish high school compared to 90% of children from more affluent households. Further, parents on lower 
incomes are more likely to favour vocational training courses, which have no school completion prerequisites, 
over University courses’. (Polidano, Tabasso & Tseng, 2012). 
 
Of all the evidence known and gathered for many years, then objectives and targets set as in the sample of 
effort provided above, the fundamental reality is that the;  
 
Current curriculum in neither robust nor balanced enough for all students, many who falling through the cracks 
of Foundation year subjects developed to date. 
 
To restate, we make no comment here in the curriculum delivery within established institutionalised schools.  
 
We do highlight that there must however be expansion, inclusion of alternative curriculum/delivery 
mechanisms provided to students who continue to fall through the educational cracks. 
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An appropriate degree of choice and diversity in learning areas 
 
Alternative school learners have from our research identified a range of different student motivations for 
selecting our schools; the majority of reasons they identify as to their choice to return to the classroom include: 

 That they believe (heard) the alternative school is different; 

 For their own personal development purposes;  

 To meet employment expectations;  

 To resolve personal problems, for example, conflict resolution;  

 To make or maintain social relationships; and 

 For escape from difficulties in their lives. 

 
With these points in mind, our teachers can devise learning strategies that appeal to their motivating factors. 
 

Put bluntly, the student base already lost from education who having voluntarily or been requested to leave 
their former Secondary School, have presented to us with some of the lowest academic achievement in the 
States of Victoria or NSW. Each student has little or no previous positive experience of the institutional 
education system, in which they were formerly enrolled. The students have a range of family, social, 
community, financial and health issues impacting their lives. Their interest rekindled in learning is 
demonstrated through their attendance effort, school and accredited achievement in a formal and measurable 
ways, but more-so, in the change to their willingness to re-engage with others in a positive belief of future 
educational or employment success.  
 
While not formally measured in our research, the improvements witnessed in student levels of happiness, 
confidence and resilience, against reductions in anger, inappropriate behaviour and despondency, prove that 
such notions of alternative education can be highly successful for disengaged youth and is a necessary part of 
any Australian wide educational delivery system. 

 
 
 
Understanding the characteristics of hard-to-reach learners 
 
Pittham (2007) suggests “little effort is made to contact or connect with the hard to reach [learners] and thus 
their voices can remain unheard and their needs and wants largely ignored”. This sentiment is the experience 
of our organisation, over our first seven years of providing an alternative school model. 
 
Professor Tony Vinson’s maps of disadvantage (2007), show that Albury and Wodonga are seen as locations 
with a “degree of advantage”. This knowledge and then consideration of the vast majority of other less 
‘advantaged’ areas across Australia, makes the work, analysis and future direction of our approach, even more 
valuable. Given what we have achieved in our small model against this knowledge reflected within Vinson’s 
work, our potential impact could be considered even greater in other locations. 
 
Dickie’s (2000) segmentation of the learner market provides an overview of potential learners and their 
attitudes to learning. Dickie suggests the learner market includes 30% who seek education that is “made 
easier” or are “done with it”. These two categories probably contain the majority of hard-to-reach learners and 
according to Dickie, include the typical student base we attract at the Albury Wodonga Community College.  
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Dickie (2000) found useful strategies for recruiting potential learners in our category areas of interest, including 
promotion focus towards: 
 

 Increased attention on the expected gains and decreased attention on the cost of engaging in 
learning; 
 

 Reposition skills to show learning as an attractive option, which offers personal benefits, as well as a 
means to keep up with a rapidly changing world; 
 

 Addressing barriers to learning – real and perceived, for example, providing flexible learning options 
and mobile learning centres; 
 

 Improving peoples’ ability to engage in learning, for example, access to childcare; 
 

 Providing information on low-cost, positive learning experiences, to overcome the barriers, for 
example, ‘how-to-learn’ products; 
 

 Creating interest in learning and skills development; 
 

 Emphasising the relevance of learning; and 
 
 Addressing values that may be of more interest to learners, for example, healthy family life. 

 
We have seen that our hard-to-reach learners experience anxiety and apprehension when entering our 
organisation, probably related to their previous negative experiences of school. Offering an environment that is 
non-threatening, welcoming and relaxed, is an important engagement and retention factor. Some students 
make over four attempts, before ultimately succeeding. The willingness to come back again, again, and again, 
is testament to how we keep the learning door ajar. 
 
Our Community College sector has a good reputation for providing this holistic environment (Gelade, Catts 
and Gerger, 2003) and then for us, more so in how we continue to improve such reputation, particularly with 
trust, safety and positive/supportive relationships.  
 
We have witnessed that by building persistence in our students, the physical learning facility becomes a place 
of belonging. Past students and parents often become our strongest ambassadors, ably expressing the 
challenges they faced, the barriers they overcame and the strong feelings of acceptance and increased 
esteem, resilience and motivation. 
 
Balatti, Black & Falk (2006) note that for new adult learners, the benefits of participation in courses may not in 
the first instance, be reflected in course results, but in their socioeconomic wellbeing. The Albury Wodonga 
Community College observes this in the ‘change’ in students, that while  improvement is made in numeracy 
and literacy skills, often the positive impacts on seeking further learning options, social environments, quality 
of life and employment, are even greater. 
 
What we have trialled is the notion of a ‘community classroom’ where interactions across ages, cultures, 
needs/wants, haves/have nots, all help our particular student cohort to ‘catch up’. Their lives remain 
complicated and their reasons for dipping out on things are varied, but connections, chats and a comfort 
environment, lead to demonstrable progress away from negative forces to empowering each person to go 
forward with not just tricks to survive, but individual action steps and skill sets.  
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So what have we created and/or learned? The following are aspects in a mixed response that are now 
considered by us, as key components to a successful alternative school approach: 
 

 Appropriately experienced staff 
 

 Flexibility in course/content delivery 
 

 Location, look, feel which is non-institutional 
 

 Sensitive assessment 
 

 Recognition of prior effort 
 

 Embedding literacy 
 

 Providing tailored support services 
 

 Positive initial contact 
 

 Reducing access barriers 
 

 Palate of offerings 
 

 Setting agreed rules with the student and providing multiple re-entry opportunities 
into the alternative school, often coinciding with the student’s lifestyle 
circumstances. 

  
There is a smattering of other points which could be made throughout this document, which depend on the 
individual student re-engaging and can be of higher/lower order priority. What is most obvious is a flexible 
approach, in an environment which is not reflective of past sad educational memories, surrounded by more 
adult and positive, calm learners, with opportunity to reconnect over and over again, until such time that the 
multiple factors in a student’s life align and the first positive steps towards higher education/employment begin.  
 
While we have used the Certificate for General Adult Education (CGAE) which was first introduced in Australia 
in 1994 and again recently re-accredited a basic education credential, other alternatives may be equally 
appropriate. In our case, an adapted curriculum framework of the Certificate of General Education for Adults 
('CGEA') is one of the most used general education curriculum models in Australia, appearing on most RTOs' 
scopes of registration. It was evident that the CGEA curriculum operating in sequence i.e. a combination of 
Cert I (Introductory) to Cert III levels would complement the educational requirements of secondary education 
curriculum, within a manageable Australian framework of Vocational Education and Training. 
 
The flexibility afforded by the CGEA in both its delivery outcomes and training methodology further strengthens 
and underpins the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL), which runs as an alternative to the 
Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) for those students not seeking to obtain a University Entrance Ranking 
Score. The CGEA provides flexible educational content and can provide employment-based outcomes similar 
to those achieved by the VCAL. CGEA is also the primary general education curriculum utilised within the 
TAFE/ACE sector on a national basis that is a broad-based educational program with specific literacy and 
numeracy outcomes. 
 
But in addition to the community alternative research presented here, there is in our opinion opportunity to 
keep students within institutional secondary education, through reflection of our learning’s and adaption of 
what may be offered through existing teachers. The following idea of a different order of teacher development 
is presented in an embryonic sense. 
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Elite Teaching 

The research of the Albury Wodonga Community College alternative schools provides evidence of teacher 
practices, facility requirements and policy and procedural differences, which are not necessarily found in 
mainstream Secondary School settings. The research shows that teacher appreciation for different student 
preparation and delivery is necessary, when working with secondary education students, not in school and not 
employed.  
 
There is scope to offer elite training courses for Secondary School Teachers to better use alternative 
education principles and alternative vocational settings, within existing institutional school systems. 
 
Through the research and dialogue with representatives of Independent Schools Victoria, the following broad 

headings for an Elite Teacher qualification at senior Secondary School level, emerge: 

 

Alternative Education Principles 
 

 Improving learning outcomes for senior students from diverse and under-represented backgrounds, 

requires a range of Theories and Models of Learning for Educational Research and Practice; 
 

 The premise of what the end result looks like to a student learner, should be based on instructional 

principles and elements. 

 

Re-engaging the disengaged student 
 

 Learner materials with greater importance to the understanding of the needs and expectations of 

students and hence better course design, can provide alternative course work and any associated 

technologies to re-engage learners;  
 

 With ever changing advances in learning practice for vocational, training and educational learning, 

technology and the lower cost of access to computer systems and internet, provides rapidly 

changing and multiple ways for students to learn. School connection to infrequent student 

attendees, may find new learning practices and opportunities. 

 

Applied learning/experiential - alternative assessment models 
 

 Practical examples/holistic education and international research; 
 

 Teaching advances and ideas in organisational learning practices in areas of vocational, training 

and educational circumstance that reflect the challenges of learning practices, when looking at real 

world situations, would engage different learner cohorts. 

 

In terms of instructional design principles, Elite Teachers, when applying instructional design principles, should 

consider that: 
 

- There are benefits in making online, distance and face-to-face off-site education work, for infrequent 

attendance students; 
 

- It is necessary to modify subject design to consider:  

 The student learner 

 Objectives for the student 

 Alternative methods of delivery and support 
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 Alternative evaluation of student study outcomes 

 Methods of learning 

 Sequence of the content to help the student achieve objectives 

 Delivery of the instruction in one of three patterns:  

o Whole group presentations 

o Small group interactions 

o Individualised learning 

 

- Alternative senior school learners have characteristics that set them apart from 'traditional' school 
learners. Alternative school students come to courses with a range of experiences, both in terms of 
their home life, some with work experience and of course, their previous poor educational 
backgrounds, this impacts on how and why they participate in learning. While each student has 
individual learning needs, there are some characteristics that are common to alternative learners: 

 

 Alternative Learners have accumulated non mainstream life experiences; 
 

 Alternative Learners come to school often with experiences and knowledge in diverse areas. 
They tend to favour practical learning activities that enable them to draw on their skills and 
knowledge, which helps further build confidence; 

 

 Alternative Learners are not always realistic nor have insights about what is likely to work and 
what is not. When confident, they are readily able to relate new facts to past experiences; 

 

 Alternative Learners have established opinions, values and beliefs which have been built up 
over time and are arrived at following their experience of families, relationships, work, 
community, etc; 

 

 Alternative Learners are intrinsically motivated. Alternative Learners will increase their effort, 
when motivated by a desire to learn. They are also motivated by the relevance of the material 
to their own lives and learn better when material is related to their own needs and interests;  

 

 Alternative Learners are individually different, thus they learn at various rates and in different 
ways, according to their own intellectual ability, educational level, personality and cognitive 
learning styles. Teaching strategies must accommodate differing comprehension rates of 
Alternative Learners; 

 

 Alternative Learners learn best in a small, participatory and collaborative environment;  
 

 Alternative Learners need to be slowly and actively involved in determining how and what they 
will learn; 

 

 Alternative Learners are more resilient and prefer to be treated as such, being 'lectured at', 
causes resentment and frustration; 
 

 Alternative Learners are goal oriented and relevancy oriented;  
 

 Alternative Learners need to know why they are learning something, they need concrete and 
immediate task or problem-centred learning, rather than subject-centred;  

 

 Alternative Learners are self-reliant learners and prefer to work at their own pace. Individuals 
learn best when they are ready to learn and when they have identified their own learning 
needs. Where a student is directed by someone else to attend a lesson, then that individual 
may not be ready to learn or may not see the value in participating in that course;   

 

 Alternative Learners prefer problem based learning exercises which help them build on their 
prior experiences, providing an opportunity for practical application of materials/theories and 
higher levels of motivation and self-esteem; 
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 Alternative Learners are sometimes tired, distracted, or concerned, when they attend classes. 
Many students are juggling classes with family issues far earlier, than would otherwise be 
expected; 

 

 Alternative Learners may have many anxieties about learning and returning to an educational 
environment; and  

 

 Alternative Learners arrive at class with a wealth of anxieties, which if not managed correctly, 
can impair the learning process. These anxieties may be the legacy of their prior experience 
of education, or as a result of an extended absence from an educational environment.  

Examples of anxieties that might arise include:  
 

 Fear of failure, 
 

 Fear of the new technology and the implications this has for their study, for example, use of the 
internet, email and producing assignments,  

 

 Concern about their ability to contribute and make intelligent/worthwhile inputs in classroom 
discussion,  

 

 Doubts about coping strategies - family, friends and social demands of studying, 
 

 Fear of assessment.  
 
Research summation 

 
The success achieved from our efforts made and refined, over a decade of initiatives, is coming to fruition. 
The Albury Wodonga Community College now has established or planned ‘in’ and ‘out’ of school 
alternatives that are offering a 90% success rate, at re-engaging previously disengaged young people not in 
school and not employed.  
 
We ask, could it be that the notion of every child succeeding from school is now attainable?  
  
Our response is ‘yes’, it is seemingly available.  
 
The willingness however that must come when responding to the cohort of 15% of current disengaged 
Secondary School students, is still in question. In question due to our own experiences of resistance to 
offering a mix of responsive, timely and progressive alternatives, important in the lives of often isolated and 
lowly motivated former students. 

 
Our schools have demonstrably helped in outcomes linked to: 

 
 Social: 

 

- meeting the needs of students which are not being met by the traditional education system, 
 

- providing opportunities to reduce individual unemployment, 
 

- assisting in reducing the rate of youth crime, 
 

- encompassing learning in aspects of employment, health, welfare, personal relationships, 
parenting and communication, 
 

- enhancing the social, cultural and economic development of people at an individual, family and 
community level 
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 Educational: 
 

- offering different study levels and attendance options, 
 

- providing a free (low cost) schooling, 
 

- using welfare staff, volunteers and corporate involvement to provide motivation and learning 
support. 

 
 Individual: 

 

- using a strongly motivational approach to help students define their goals and make positive 
changes in their lives, 
 

- offering re-engagement in learning (survival skills), 
 

- providing a sense of belonging to the community, 
 

- giving students a feeling of achievement: personal rewards, 
 

- acknowledging student’s individual needs and not treating them as ‘too difficult’, 
 

- representing an holistic approach, based on the premise that education does not occur in isolation, 
rather, the school seeks to enhance educational success by encouraging positive changes in 
learners’ lives, 
 

- providing practical skills and information to support students as they look at their work options, 
educational choices, health, finances, housing and relationships. 

 
For the issues faced by traditional non-learners and the barriers to traditional school learner participation, 
there is scope for alternative school programs that: 
 

 Are designed to operate within a non-threatening, non-institutional environment, 
 

 Provide a long term viable solution to re-invigorate a sense of personal success and positive change to 
a student's life, 
 

 Improve students’ general life skills and, through better education and providing an increased 
confidence to seek work, advances their perceived chances for life, 
 

 Take a holistic approach and provides stair-casing options for higher education, 
 

 Deliver quality educational products and services, 
 

 Directly benefit those targeted students with few or no educational qualifications. 
  
Our summary point: 

 
We seek your consideration to recommend that more emphasis is placed to ‘widen’ the curriculum 
to support all students in choice and diversity particularly when for 15%, the current learning areas 
and general capabilities of the Australian Curriculum is an enigma to them. 
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Implied but not stated 
 
‘Implied but not stated’ in the review of the Australian curriculum is the connection educational success 
has to the workforce. Self-evident of course but this ‘review’ if purposeful, we feel seeks to provide better 
alignment to;  

a previous wide body of Australian research that describes the challenges facing Australian labour 
force participation and productivity requirements, acknowledging particularly the increased role 
education and training must play in the next 20 years. The evidence indicates that, even when the 
reduction in the official unemployment rates drop nationally to 5%1, there is a structural mismatch 
in the labour force where, whilst employers are reporting skill shortages which directly limit 
economic growth, many people who are currently employed indicate that they would work 
additional hours if given the opportunity. 

 
In addition, there is limited availability of a ‘whole of life’ approach in a nationally identifiable 
accredited training program that can respond to some worker groups and occupations where 
employment outcomes are deteriorating or where the long-term unemployed remain remotely 
absent from any likelihood of employment. 
 
Past analysis2 of a range of Vocational Education and Training (VET) issues has considered the 
demand for skills in NSW and the probable future sources of supply of skilled labour for NSW, 
including the possible supply of retained ‘mature’ labour, over the next 20 years. 

 
Findings show that: 

 

 full-time employment and labour force participation of males aged 35 years and over has been 
decreasing, representing a substantial loss in potential economic output. 

 

 the reason for the decline in employment participation from the 25-55 years age group is 
largely concentrated among those men who leave school early and/or with no post-school 
qualifications. 

 

 whilst female participation has increased over the last 20 years, it is still well below male 
levels of participation. In addition, there are still many females who are currently under-
employed. 

 

 education levels for young people have been improving, but there are still many people under 
the age of 25 years who are not studying or employed. 

 
Other research predicts that ‘the mismatch currently being experienced in the labour market could 
worsen in the future as the population ages’ and that ‘without intervention, the ageing of the 
population is expected to reduce the economic growth and pose increasing budgetary difficulties 
for both the Commonwealth and State Governments’.3  

 
In summary and against this Review, evaluation suggests that one of the key methods to lift employment 
participation is to increase the quality and quantity of education/training, hence the importance of ‘Supporting 
ALL Learners….especially the 15%’, in school to realise positive employment and life outcomes.  

                                                           
1
 ABS, catalogue number 6202. 

2
 Review of Skills Base in NSW and the Future Challenges for Vocational Education and Training, Issues Paper, 

IPART, December 2005. 
3
 Intergenerational Report, Budget Paper 5, Budget 2002-03 and Productivity Commission, Economic Impact of an 

Ageing Australia, April 2005. 
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Appendix 
 

 
Associated Research: Learning Choice: A Map for the Future Research 
 
 
Nation-wide research published by Kitty te Riele from the Dusseldorp Skill Forum in mid 2012, has currency to 
the Albury Wodonga Community College situation. Some key findings from her research are provided here 
reflecting that: 
 
 

 
Structures: the vast majority of Learning Choices programs are relatively small, which research 
suggests enables successful provision. A small majority are full time and a small majority run over a 
full year or longer. Results from the Learning Choices National Scan show almost all programs are 
part of a local, state or national network. It is likely non-networked programs are under-represented in 
the Scan. Learning Choices programs are organised in a variety of different ways, especially in terms 
of their relation to conventional schooling. Cross-sectoral and interagency collaborations are 
considered valuable in the research reports. Funding problems are reported to be a barrier to the 
quality and sustainability of programs, both in program and in research reports.  
 
[Key:  Small programs being different to conventional schooling, run over a year or longer, 

enable success.] 
 
 
Mission: about 60% of programs in the Learning Choices National Scan target a broad range of 
young people, while about 40% have a more specialised purpose. The majority of program reports 
demonstrate an aim to adapt their approach to meet student needs, rather than aiming to change the 
young person him or herself. Nevertheless, the research warns against the danger of a deficit 
approach in the aims or mission of a school.  
 
[Key: Adaption to student needs, must be the aim.] 
 
 
Curriculum: The Learning Choices National Scan shows that most programs offer accredited course 
options. Common aspects include practical and applied learning, individual learning plans and 
integrated/project approaches. The research agrees all of these are important but suggest the quality 
of implementation varies. The vast majority of programs offer a wide range of activities, including 
enabling activities, co-curricular activities and activities that connect with the local community. The 
research mainly comments on enabling activities, noting these are important but not sufficient.  
 
[Key: Accredited and wider ranging training options, are more successful.] 
 
 
Staffing: Learning Choices programs have relatively high levels of staffing with high staff-student 
ratios. Research provides evidence this contributes to program success, partly because it enables 
positive relationships between staff and students that are seen as essential. Many programs employ 
a variety of staff, not just teachers but also youth workers and counsellors.  
 
[Key: High ratios of a variety of staff to students, creates positive outcomes.] 
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Alternative education in Australia is fragmented both as a sector of educational practice and as a field 
of research. 
 
Choices of programs offer vital pathways to enable young people to remain in school or to return to 
complete their education. Retention to Year 12 has stabilised at around 75% since the mid-1990s 
(ABS, 2010). 
The secondary school dropout rate is given as 14.7% for Australia, compared to 12.9% for the OECD 
(OECD, 2009).  
 
More than 16% of 15-19 year olds in Australia are not fully engaged and nearly a quarter of 20 to 24 
year-olds, are not in full time education or full time work (FYA, 2010, p.5; p.22).  
 
The concern grows when considering those 15-24 year olds who completed Year 10 or below: almost 
57% are not fully engaged in the year after leaving school (FYA, 2010, p.21).  
 
[Key: All the evidence points towards too many young people not in school and not 

employed.] 
 
 
Early school leaving has been linked to increased likelihood of unemployment, underemployment, 
crime and ill-health (AIG and DSF, 2007; BCA, 2003; FYA, 2010). 
 
[Key: All the evidence shows ‘students at risk’ fall behind, becoming a welfare burden, not a 

productive contributor for self, family or community.] 
 
 
Knowledge about the contribution Learning Choices programs make to engaging young people with 
education and helping them attain credentials is imperative. 
 
Terms used in reports by and about programs include alternative education, second chance 
education, re-engagement programs, flexi schools or flexible learning options, community-based 
programs, and non-traditional or unconventional programs. A criticism of some of these terms is that 
they can be seen to reinforce the status of such programs as on the margin of the education system. 
Dusseldorp Skills Forum therefore uses ‘Learning Choices’ as a more positive term.  
 
Learning Choices programs are often characterised by a shared philosophy of providing 
enfranchising socially inclusive educational pathways for young people who, for complex reasons, are 
outside conventional education. Similarly, many different terms are used, for the young people served 
by such programs: disengaged, vulnerable, alienated, disadvantaged, and ’at risk’ youth.  
 
 
 
A critique of some of these terms is that they can be seen to blame the young people themselves for 
their lack of success in conventional schools.  
 
Alternative suggested terms are disenfranchised or marginalised youth (Te Riele, 2006a). This report 
uses ‘disenfranchised’ to indicate that the causes for young people’s difficulty in conventional 
schooling largely lie outside of them – disenfranchisement is done to them by factors within schooling 
and society more broadly, rather than by themselves.  
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The overwhelming majority of non-academic outcomes mentioned in the program reports relate to 
social and emotional wellbeing, especially improved confidence and self esteem. Some ‘stand alone’ 
and ‘integrated’ Learning Choices programs are mostly aimed at improving wellbeing. The evaluation 
for one such ‘integrated’, short-term program found that 100% of the graduates agreed the program 
had increased their confidence. For some programs and some students, this wellbeing went a step 
further, including addressing mental health difficulties. 
 
[Key: Holistic education that motivates, inspires, as well as informs and educates, is 

rewarding.] 
 
Estimating the number of Learning Choices programs and students is not straightforward. Overall, the 
responses to the Learning Choices National Scan add up to 61,000 young people in over 400 
programs in almost 2000 locations nationally. However, two specific contributions to the Learning 
Choices National Scan require further consideration: Adult and Community Education (ACE) in 
Victoria with 10000 students in 320 locations and the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) 
with 19175 students in 430 locations.  
 
Without a doubt these both offer choices for learning to young people: ACE (as well as TAFE across 
Australia) gives young people the option of studying for vocational certificates, traineeships and 
apprenticeships within a more adult, post-school environment. VCAL (as well as senior secondary 
VET in School (VETiS) pathways in other states and territories) offer an alternative to the traditional 
academic Year 11 and 12 curriculum.  
 
VCAL and VETiS demonstrate how school systems have responded to the dramatic rise in retention 
to Year 12 during the 1990s and the resulting broadened student population, by offering more 
inclusive curricular approaches. Both ACE/TAFE and VCAL/VETiS enable many young people to 
remain in education by offering vocational learning options that lead to credentials that are in many 
(although not all) ways equivalent to more traditional Year 12 qualifications. The remarkable success 
of ACE/TAFE and VCAL/VETiS is worth noting. 
 
In addition, another 4100 young people were on waiting lists to enrol in programs (see Holdsworth, 
2011). This data highlights that Learning Choices programs cater for large numbers of young people 
and play an important role in educational provision in Australia. 
 
[Key: There are many small, localised school based programs responding in an 

uncoordinated way, inside an institutionalised school/TAFE system.] 
 
The subheadings below group the types of outcomes that were most commonly reported by 
programs: attendance, academic achievement, destinations, non-academic achievement and 
stakeholder satisfaction. 
 
The first three of these (attendance, academic achievement, destinations) are of particular relevance 
to the national policy agenda around raising educational attainment. The latter two cover ‘softer’ and 
less tangible outcomes that are highly valued by students and provide indications of wellbeing and 
engagement. 
 
[Key: The methods of measurement for student success ‘outside’ the majority 

institutionalised system are (and must be) different, if we are to re-engage lost 
participants.] 
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Reported attendance rates vary from 40% to over 90%. Several Learning Choices programs note that 
their students have a chequered attendance history. 
 
[Key: Not in school education alternatives, are necessary.] 
 
A small number of programs include Year 9 level education. Many Learning Choices programs 
engage in art and sports activities. 
 
For programs that offer no or only low level credentials, a common destination is to other Learning 
Choices programs, educational transition programs, or pre-employment programs. In other words, the 
Learning Choices programs can act as a pathway back into a relatively conventional educational 
options. 
 
[Key: A program with a guaranteed qualification, getting people into work.] 
 
Out of the 400 programs that entered details for the number of students, almost three hundred were 
relatively small - under 50 students. Of those, 165 programs (or 40% of all entries) had fewer than 20 
students enrolled at the commencement of a program. 
 
In the Learning Choices National Scan, 58% of programs are full time or close to full time. Some 
programs that run for four days per week are considered full time. On the other hand, about 23% of 
programs run for one day per week or less. About 60% of programs run over a full year or longer. 
 
[Key: Our historic thinking of school attendance has to be different to engage ‘at risk’ 

students. No longer is learning delivered in a school classroom, as necessary for 
independent teenagers.] 

 
Two resources have been developed as part of the ICAN approach in South Australia. First, to enable 
programs to provide literacy and numeracy support that is appropriate to students’ needs, ICAN has 
worked with the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) “to develop an engaging new 
online literacy and numeracy assessment tool called ‘Compass’” (ICAN, 2010).  
 
The Learning Choices National Scan shows that the most common activities (offered by about 80% of 
programs) are life skills and literacy and numeracy. Also very common (about 60%) are computer/IT 
skills, mentoring, and job-seeking.  
 
In addition, the program reports highlight three types of curricular activities that are commonly offered:  

 
o Enabling activities (necessary to help young people complete credentialed learning): in 

particular, almost all Learning Choices programs emphasise literacy and numeracy as core 
basic learning for their students, and many also see mentoring and pastoral care activities as 
necessary for supporting students.  
 

o Co-curricular activities (offered for their inherent value in addition to any credentialed 
learning): popular co-curricular activities include cultural activities (such as Indigenous Dance 
and Art), driving instruction, and outdoor adventure and camps.  
 

o Activities that make explicit connections with the local community: through service learning, 
with teams of young people working on projects for the community, and through sport.  

 
ICAN (2010) explicitly states that it is essential that student learning in Flexible Learning Options 
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programs is accredited. Both Lamb and Rice (2008) and De Jong and Griffiths (2006) suggest a 
broad range of accredited curriculum is needed, catering for diverse interests and strengths and 
enabling choice. The challenge for Learning Choices programs, according to Connor (2006, p.30) is 
“making learning attractive, while ensuring that students emerge with valued credentials”.  
 
Several reports indicate students appreciated applied and ‘hands on’ learning that provided relevant 
skills (Connor, 2006; Myconos, 2011; Mills and McGregor, 2010; Zyngier and Gale, 2003).  
 
Offering VET options is also linked to improved student outcomes and school completion (Lamb and 
Rice, 2008).  
 
The research evidence suggests that individual learning plans are a worthwhile strategy, as long as 
they are implemented well.  
 
Similarly, there is also general consensus that pastoral care is a necessary foundation for many 
students.  
 
Lamb and Rice provide evidence of the positive impact of smaller class sizes on school completion, 
especially for students from lower SES backgrounds and students who are ‘at risk’.  
 
High staff-student ratios support more positive staff/student relationships (Connor, 2006; Mills and 
McGregor, 2010).  
De Jong and Griffiths (2006, p.35) argue that “relationship-building is an essential aspect of effective 
AEPs” (Alternative Education Programs).  
This also applies to catering for disengaged students in conventional schools (Lamb and Rice, 2010) 
and in vocational education and training (Hargreaves, 2011).  
 
Such positive relationships require mutual respect and trust (Connor, 2006; Lamb and Rice, 2010) as 
well as a genuine interest in the student and reducing the emphasis on teachers’ power and authority 
(De Jong and Griffiths, 2006; Wyn et al, 2004).  
 
The struggle of “finding, holding and supporting ‘the right staff’”. This includes not only teachers, but 
also social workers, counsellors, and health professionals (Connor, 2006; Myconos, 2011), especially 
in the context of the extended service provision in many Learning Choices programs (see Black et al, 
2010).  
 
Primary teaching practices can also be helpful for secondary teachers to learn about (Connor, 2006).  
 
Professional development and support is also needed to help staff cope with the high workload, 
although Myconos (2011) warns this may not be enough to prevent burn out.  
 
Key: Common activities (offered by about 80% of programs), are life skills and literacy and 

numeracy. Also common (about 60%) are computer/IT skills, mentoring, and job-
seeking.  

 
 There is consensus that pastoral care is a necessary foundation for many students. 

Evidence exists of the positive impact of smaller class sizes on school completion.] 
 

     (te Riele, 2012) 
 


