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	This report presents the findings from the Outer Eastern Local Learning and Employment Network investigation into the factors that influence young people to disengage from education and training. Included in the report are student perceptions of re-engagement programs they were enrolled in at the time of the survey. 
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1. Introduction

Local Learning and Employment Networks (LLENs)
This report presents the findings from the Outer Eastern Local Learning and Employment Network investigation into the factors that influence young people to disengage from education and training. 

Local Learning and Employment Networks were established by the Victorian Government in 2001 and 2002 to bring together education providers, industry, community, individual and government organisations to improve education, training and employment outcomes for young people aged 15-19 across Victoria with a particular emphasis on those at risk of not completing year 12 or its equivalent.
1.1 Background

There is a body of local and international research to suggest that young people who do not complete year 12 or equivalent are more likely to experience long periods of unemployment, suffer poorer mental and physical health, and to engage in criminal behaviour.  They are more reliant on government assistance, and where successful in finding work, will be lower paid and accumulate less wealth in their lifetime than Year 12 completers (Rumberger & Lamb, 2003; Clarke, Linda; Cobb, Brian; Dynarski, Mark; Finn, Jeremy; Rumberger, Russell; Smink, Jay, 2008; OECD Education Report 2001; Barro, R., 1997).

In addition to the personal impact, the Dusseldorp Skills Forum (The Cost to Australia of Early School Leaving October 1999) estimated one year’s early school leavers overall cost to Australia was around $2.6 billion. 
Given the body of research indicating the social and financial impact of early school leaving and the growing number of young people leaving school before attaining Year 12 or equivalent, it’s not surprising that there have been numerous investigations into the causes of early school leaving. From these, it is apparent that some school structures and curriculum are not managing to engage and retain a growing number of young people, particularly in the middle secondary level of years 8, 9 and 10. However, students’ experience in the primary years of education also plays a significant role in how young people view themselves as learners.

The nature of feedback from teachers was identified as playing a critical role in the way young people view education. Dweck (2000; 2002) asserts that students may enable or constrain their capacity to self regulate learning because of beliefs they hold about their intelligence and the value of effort. She distinguishes between students who view their intelligence as pre-determined, and who therefore view effort as superfluous, with students who believe that effort can lead to success. She considers that appropriate guidance and feedback by the teacher to students on the value of effort could have a positive effect on students' capacity to self regulate learning, and to remain engaged in education.
A further study (Duchesne, ; Vitaro; Larose; Tremblay 2008) investigating the effect of anxiety on academic achievement and non-completion indicated a pattern of anxiety during elementary school years was useful for predicting high school non-completion. 
The Lamb and Rice discussion paper Effective Intervention Strategies for Students at Risk of Early Leaving (May 2008) highlighted three main elements - supportive school culture (school commitment); school-wide strategies (school-level initiatives) and student-focused strategies (initiatives addressing needs of specific groups of students or individuals) necessary to support student retention and completion.
 A NSW Government Summit on Raising the School Leaving Age (March 2008) raised a number of similar key points categorized under support structures, prior academic achievement, student engagement, early intervention, at-risk students, curriculum flexibility, family support, part-time employment and apprenticeships and traineeships. The Summit Report stated “The most important goal is not to keep students at school for a set period, but to improve young people’s skills across the board and provide them with properly-structured pathways beyond Year 10 or 15 that can segue seamlessly to work, training or further education.”  
Lamb and Rice and the NSW Summit both highlighted the need for early intervention, flexible curriculum with strong VET and applied learning options.
	


  1.2 Methodology

	The project aim was to investigate causes and responses to disengagement and withdrawal from secondary school prior to the completion of Year 12 or equivalent Certificate.  The project included a review of literature on student disengagement and the impact of early school leaving on the individual and society. Students engaged in re-engagement programs in the Outer Eastern Metropolitan Region were asked to participate in a written survey. 

A questionnaire was developed around the broad areas of :

School experience- including the number of Primary and Secondary schools attended; the three main reasons for leaving prior to year 12 or equivalent; emotional and behavioural responses to their school experience; whether they exited school formally and whether there was any further contact with the school.

Perceptions of re-engagement programs – including what they liked and disliked about their current education setting.
Future Goals – both short and long term goals
There were 73 respondents across four locations and their responses to the questionnaire form the basis of this report.  

	

	2. Responses to the survey

Overview 

Many of the 73 young people had attended more than one Primary and Secondary school. One had attended 8 Primary and 3 Secondary schools before exiting at Year 8 level. One had attended 1 Primary and 5 Secondary schools before exiting at Year 8. The majority of the respondents exited in Year 9, thirteen exited in Year 8 and one exited in Year 6 after having attended 5 Primary schools.

 Homelessness was not apparent, and only one young person indicated they were living independently. A small number indentified low Literacy or Numeracy as reasons for early leaving (Table 1, p7), however the linguistic structure of a large number of responses indicated very basic literacy levels.  There were some very clear trends. Girls were just as likely as boys to resort to physical and verbal aggression, with a high percentage acknowledging that they had regularly engaged in verbal aggression and many had employed physical aggression (Tables 6 & 7 p 9). Very few appeared to have had involvement with juvenile justice and the percentage acknowledging regular substance abuse was considerably lower than those with either infrequent or no abuse (Table 13 p 11).  Few believed that they had regularly displayed attention seeking behaviour (Table 11, p11) and it was clear from the responses to the question ‘What advice would you give a young person thinking of leaving school?’ that most of the young people understood the importance of education and training and that school was the most appropriate setting for their age (15 & 16 year olds). A few also added comments on the importance of always believing in yourself and never giving up on learning. 
Factors contributing to early leaving and positive aspects of the re-engagement program

The most significant factor contributing to early school leaving identified by respondents was ‘poor teacher relationships’ (Table 1 p 7). Some attributed this to the lack of time available for teachers to provide the attention needed, however, in response to the question ‘what would have helped you stay at school’ many stated ‘teachers who care’. When these responses are juxtaposed with the positive aspects of their current re-engagement program, it gives a broader perspective on students’ expectation of teachers. The most frequent responses to the three main reasons for engaging in their current programs included  ‘treated as an individual’, ‘treated as an adult’, ‘freedom to direct my own learning’, ‘fairness to all students’, ‘smaller class sizes’, ‘extra assistance and help given’ and ‘not in a school environment’. These are closely linked to the factors contributing to successful student engagement identified in the NSW Summit (March 2008).
 Respondents also perceived the current setting provided a safe and welcoming environment and the curriculum content as being more meaningful and more likely to assist in gaining employment. These responses are consistent with some of the reasons given for leaving school, with many listing ‘not feeling safe’, ‘not fitting in’ and ‘not keeping up with work’ as contributing to their decision to leave school. A significant percentage also included ‘schoolwork/subjects not relevant’ and ‘school is boring’ in their three main reasons for leaving. The responses indicate that young people would like to have more input in curriculum content and in directing their own learning.
Another major contributor to early leaving was ‘inappropriate behaviour’. Respondents were asked to identify their responses to school in relation to how they felt (Tables 2-5 pp 8 & 9), and how they behaved (Tables 6-14 pp 10-13).  Many believed they were always anxious and stressed, and a significant number regularly experienced these feelings. Very few believed they had never experienced anxiety and stress. An alarming number of respondents claimed to have felt depressed either sometimes, regularly or always and many had low self-esteem. Fewer young people had experienced shyness. The two main reasons given for early leaving are consistent with the research findings of Dweck (2000; 2002) on the critical importance of positive teacher feedback on students’ perception of themselves as learners and Duchesne et al (2005) on the effects of anxiety on academic performance and completion.
Negative aspects of the re-engagement program

Location of their current program was the outstanding negative factor identified by respondents. It is significant when viewed beside the poor attendance table (Table 12 p11) and indicates that although the young people admitted to poor attendance at school, they were prepared to travel some distance in order to re-engage in education. The next most frequently listed negative aspect was ‘other students’. This was also listed as a positive by some and the opposing responses could be linked to some extent to particular programs and the level of negative response to ‘working together as a team’. Classroom environment and lack of structure and resources were also cited in the negative aspects.
3. Recommendations

1. The survey responses indicate that the approaches recommended by Lamb and Rice (2008) and the NSW Summit would have a positive impact on retaining young people in education to Year 12 or equivalent. 
2. Respondents clearly were looking for a school environment that was supportive, tailored to their needs with freedom to direct their own learning. Students needed to see a connection between what they were learning and the practical application. This suggests that effective implementation of the Principles of Learning and Teaching (DEECD http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingprinciples/principles/default.htm) would address key areas which influenced early school leaving. 
3. Positive teacher feedback, and development of a climate of respect between teachers and students would assist in retaining young people at school.

4. The perception and status of VET and vocational subjects across the system also needs to change. More work needs to be done to raise the profile and standing of vocational subjects in secondary schools. The tendency at present in many schools is to rate academic subjects and subjects that are seen to maximise the prospect of university admission as superior to VET and vocational pathways.

Table 1 The three main reasons for leaving school
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	           Emotional Responses
          Table 2
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        Behavioral Responses
          Table 6
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	          Table 13
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