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Tired of school? Hang in there
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ATTENTION bored, struggling or fed-up students. Here’s the latest advice from academic researchers: Staying at school and
finishing year 12 is good for you.

This is one of the most significant findings of the latest research report by the Foundation for Young Australians. The 2010 report,
How Young Peo-ple are Faring, reveals that completing year 12 means better study and job prospects, a higher life-time income,
better health (with a decreased risk of obesity), a greater involvement in the local community, more volunteer work, and a
stronger sense of being a global citizen and of valuing democracy. It even increases lifespan by about three years.

The author of the report, Professor Stephen Lamb of the University of Melbourne’s graduate school of education, can make such
claims as the report includes and interprets a great deal of international data. In a few weeks Professor Lamb will publish a new
book, School Dropout and Completion: Interna-tional Comparative Studies in Theory and Policy, which will give further insight
into the benefits of staying at school.

Professor Lamb says schools are failing many young people and that programs are needed to keep them engaged to year 12.

Students are voting with their feet by leaving early, but Professor Lamb believes this year’s high level of youth unemployment
will force more young people to study, and that recent figures for 2010 suggest this is occurring.

The number of disengaged youth — those not in full-time education or work — remains at its 2009 peak of 16.4 per cent, with
an estimated 246,000 teenagers doing very little. Young men are struggling the most, with an unemployment rate of 19 per cent,
compared to a 5 per cent rate for all adults.

Victoria has about 13 per cent of teenagers aged 15 to 19 years classified as “disengaged”.

Young adults aged 20 to 24 are also not faring well nationally, with almost one quarter not working or studying full-time. The
research reveals that teenagers with parents who did not complete high school are at greater risk of dropping out, as are those
with unemployed parents.

While this is the highest number of teenagers locked out of work or study since the recession of the early 1990s, Professor Lamb
says things could get worse if state and federal governments don’t intervene. “The broader economic recovery may ultimately
provide some positive effects but the history of the labour market would suggest there is not a good prognosis for unskilled
teenagers.”

Young people who leave school with poor literacy and social skills risk mental health problems including depression, anxiety and
attempted suicide. “Some of these young people will need social supports and alternative programs while others just need an
opportunity.”

Australia has a long way to go to meet the standard set by the Bradley Review of higher education, which aims for 40 per cent of
those aged 25 to 34 to have a higher education qualification by 2020. With a 76 per cent retention rate of students to year 12,

it is also lagging in meeting the Council of Australian Governments’ target of 90 per cent of young people attaining year 12 or
equivalent by 2015. Just 45 per cent of indigenous youth finish year 12.

Professor Lamb says the state government’s recent announcements of new trade training centres, more funding for VET courses
in schools, $28.2 million for alternative education programs and $19.7 million for 50 home school liaison officers will help but
might not be enough to arrest the trend.

He says one in 10 Australian school-leavers is unemployed compared with one in 20 in 2008.

“It does seem strange when the economy has recovered that we have this other story going on,” he says. “It’s a contradiction to
have this youth underclass.”

Education Minister Bronwyn Pike said the government’s latest investments in students who had lost interest in school should
provide the necessary support.

Professor Lamb is also worried that the federal government’s Apprentice Kickstart bonus scheme — which provided $3350 to
employers with fewer than 200 employees who took on youth apprentices in trades with skills shortages — ends this year.

The national trade cadetship, which allows year 9 to 12 students who want to pursue a career in the trades to do so through
their local trades training centre, should also be continued.

Federal Education Minister Peter Garrett has no plans to extend the Kickstart bonus, but says the Trades Apprentice Income
Bonus, announced during the federal election campaign, will provide eligible apprentices with a $5500 tax-free bonus as they
reach training milestones.

An expert panel, established to recommend ways to improve the apprenticeships system, will report back early next year.

Professor John Smyth, a researcher in the education faculty of Ballarat University, says a rural institute to research the many
issues facing the young in regional areas should be established.

If the state government can afford to spend $258 million to run school camps for year 9 students, he says, it shouldn’t be hard to
find $1.5 million for researchers to investigate the many challenges facing youth not working or studying in country areas over
three years.

At present Professor Smyth and other academics undertaking such research in regional universities rely on limited Australian
Research Council funding. He says the state government needs to act urgently to assist rural youth as he estimates the true rate
of disengagement in regional areas is 25 to 40 per cent.

“The further away from metropolitan areas that you go, the more difficult it is for young people to get a foothold in the economy.
Regional Victoria has faced a double whammy of the global financial crisis and the drought.

“We need to do more research. It may be that spraying money around is not the answer. It may be we need to rethink our
existing facilities. At present we are only scratching the surface and don’t really understand what is going on for these young
people.”

FYA director Lucas Walsh says urgent action is needed to avoid Australia becoming stuck with a cohort of young people who have
poor education, social skills, self-esteem and mental health and few or no job skills. Such a group, if not helped, will place an
extra burden on government and support agencies as they age.

This malaise among young people is being felt internationally, with a recent report by the International Labour Organisation
finding that youth in developed economies were disproportionately affected by the GFC.
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