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Foreword
Education and skills are critical to the achievement of
strong economic growth and the development of vibrant
and sustainable communities.
This is as true for regional and rural areas
as it is for metropolitan ones. Yet, it is an
unfortunate fact that educational attainment
and participation rates in regional Victoria
remain persistently below those of Melbourne.

The Committee regards this report as being
of great potential value to policymakers and
regional communities and institutions, it
provides some clear directions for improving
aspiration among regional students.

The Regional Policy Advisory Committee
(RPAC), considers the improvement of these
rates to be among the highest priorities for
regional development. This report is the result.

I would particularly like to thank the RPAC
Working Group - Mark Byatt, Ross Lake and
Val Lang for its efforts in conducting this
research.

In undertaking this work, RPAC was
particularly keen to explore the social and
cultural factors that influence educational
aspiration and engagement in education
among students in regional Victoria.

On behalf of RPAC, I commend this report and
look forward to communicating the findings
and recommendations to governments,
education bodies and other interested parties
to raise awareness and understanding of this
important issue.

Accordingly, the study focused on:

> reviewing the available evidence relating to
the key factors, existing interventions and
demonstrated effectiveness of programs
which seek to raise the level of education
aspiration in regional Victoria.

Ian McClelland
Chair - Regional Policy Advisory Committee

> providing an evidence base to inform policy
and program development focusing on the
needs, gaps and success factors identified.
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About the Regional
Policy Advisory Committee
The Regional Policy Advisory Committee
was established under legislation to provide
independent advice to the Minister for
Regional and Rural Development and Minister
for Regional Cities on priorities in regional
Victoria; and to monitor and advise on the
impacts of legislation and policy decisions on
regional and rural Victoria.
Chaired by Ian McClelland OAM, the
Committee comprises the chairs of the five
non-metropolitan Regional Development
Australia committees (RDA’s) plus two other
members who have been selected for their
experience and expertise in regional industry
and community issues.
RPAC has a broad focus to provide external
advice to government on the regional impacts
of policy and legislation, long-term priorities
to support regional growth and prosperity plus
any other regional policy matters referred to
the Committee by government.

The Members of RPAC are:
1. Chair - Ian McClelland OAM
Mr McClelland is most noted as being the
founder and is former Chairperson of the
Birchip Cropping Group; a highly successful
farm support and agricultural research
organisation in Victoria’s north-west. Mr
McClelland was awarded the Medal of the
Order of Australia for service to agriculture,
particularly through the development of
sustainable crop production systems, and
innovative farming and land management
practices.
2. Mr Bruce Anson
Chairperson of the Barwon South West RDA
Committee.
Mr Anson has a career in local government
spanning over 40 years, and is currently the
Chief Executive Officer of Warrnambool City
Council.
3. Mr Stuart Benjamin
Chairperson of the Grampians RDA Committee.
Mr Benjamin is a Director of Elmstone Property
Group, a land and construction group operating
in western Victoria. He is also the Chair of
Ballarat Regional Tourism, the peak tourism
industry body for that region.
4. Mr Mark Byatt
Chairperson of the Hume RDA Committee.
Mr Byatt has been the Mayor of Wodonga
since 2008. He has lived in the Hume region
for the majority of his life, and is an executive
leader with extensive experience in both
public and private business sectors including
construction, local government, vocational
education and training, transport, and tourism.

5. Ms Jenny Dawson
Chairperson of the Loddon Mallee RDA
Committee.
Ms Dawson is the inaugural Chair of the
Regional Development Australia Loddon
Mallee Committee; and is also a Non-Executive
Director of Bendigo and Adelaide Bank and
Chairs their Audit Committee. She also chairs
Sandhurst Trustees; is a Trustee for the
Anglican Diocese of Bendigo and has recently
retired from the Board of Goulburn-Murray
Water. Ms Dawson is a Fellow of the Institute
of Chartered Accountants and member of the
Australian Institute of Company Directors.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

6. Mr Richard Elkington
Chairperson of the Gippsland RDA Committee.
Mr Elkington worked for more than 40 years in
the Latrobe Valley power generation industry
and held a number of senior positions. He is
a Director of East Gippsland Water and was
previously Chair of Gippsland Water. He is also
a member of the Clean Coal Victoria Advisory
Committee and a long-term member of the
Executive Council of the Victorian Employers’
Chamber of Commerce and industry.
7. Mr Ross Lake OAM
General Manager of TASCO Inland; a major fuel
and oil distributor based in Mildura. Mr Lake
received the Medal of the Order of Australia for
service to arts administration, to social welfare,
and to the community.
8. Ms Val Lang AM
Ms Lang is a graduate of the Australian
Rural Leadership Program and Victorian
representative for Australian Women in
Agriculture.
Ms Lang was made a Member of the Order
of Australia for service to women living in
rural and regional communities, particularly
by improving social and economic conditions
through the Foundation for Australian
Agricultural Women, and to the environment,
health and education sectors.
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Executive Summary
Project Scope
Young people in regional Victoria are less likely to
complete secondary and post-compulsory qualifications
than their metropolitan counterparts.
Project scope
Regional Development Victoria (RDV), at
the request of the Regional Policy Advisory
Committee (RPAC), commissioned KPMG
to research the social and cultural factors
that influence aspiration and engagement in
education for students in regional Victoria.
This study focused on:

> reviewing the evidence available
relating to the key factors, existing
interventions and demonstrated
effectiveness of programs which seek
to raise the level of education aspiration
in regional Victoria; and

> providing an evidence base to inform
policy and program development based
on the needs, gaps and success factors
identified.

Educational attainment in
metropolitan and regional
Victoria
This project was commissioned by RPAC
because of its concern that the disparity in
educational attainment for metropolitan and
regional Victorian students is a critical factor
limiting the growth and prosperity of Victoria’s
regional areas. Despite the known economic,
social, health and other benefits associated
with education, there continues to be a high
level of disparity in educational attainment for
Victoria’s metropolitan and regional students
at the secondary school and post-compulsory
education levels. For example:

> The average apparent retention rate
of Years 7-12 Victorian Government
school students is 1.25 times higher
in metropolitan schools (90 per cent)
compared to those in regional areas (70
per cent).1

> Across the entire school system,
metropolitan students are on average 1.13
times more likely to complete Year 12 than
their regional counterparts.2

> Metropolitan students are more likely
to participate in higher education or
higher-level Vocational Education and
Training (VET) courses (i.e. Certificate IV
or above) than their regional counterparts.
Conversely, regional students are 2.5 times
more likely to enter full-time employment
directly following school completion than
metropolitan students. 3

1

Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Summary Statistics – Victorian Schools (Victorian Government, 2012)
Table 22.

2

Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services 2013 (Australian Government, 2013) Table 4A.110.

3

Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, The On Track Survey 2012: The Destinations of School Leavers in
Victoria - Statewide Report (Victorian Government, 2012).

Apparent retention rate
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Project Rationale and Methodology
A literature review, mapping of existing interventions,
workshops and surveys have been employed to develop a
holistic view of regional education aspiration.

Project rationale
In light of the disparities in educational attainment between metropolitan and regional Victorian
students, and the demonstrated benefits associated with school completion and gaining postcompulsory education qualifications, there is a need for policymakers to:

1

Understand the nature of ‘education aspiration’ – including the factors that
influence the development of education aspiration, and how (and when) they are
formed.

2

Identify the barriers to aspiration to, and participation in, education in regional
Victorian communities.

3

Consider appropriate interventions which seek to raise education aspiration
and overcome any barriers to their development and expression, including the
combination(s) of interventions which are demonstrated to have the greatest
impact and effectiveness.

4

Consider the range of programs, policy levers and interventions currently in
operation in Victoria which seek to raise education aspiration and overcome
barriers to participation in education.

5

Contrast current Victorian offerings against better-practice approaches to
improve education aspiration to pinpoint gaps in the system and/or opportunities
for program enhancement and improvement.

Project methodology
A range of activities were undertaken as part of
this study, including:
1. A literature review of Australian and
international evidence concerning the factors
and interventions impacting upon student
education aspiration.
2. Mapping of current policies, programs and
interventions in Victoria that seek to directly
influence student aspiration.
3. Workshops and surveys with stakeholders to:
> Test literature review and mapping
findings.
> Identify and develop case studies
with demonstrated effectiveness
for detailed analysis to identify
applicable lessons leant for future
policy development in Victoria.
4. A ‘gap analysis’ of current initiatives in
Victoria, drawing on findings from the
literature review, mapping exercise, workshop
and survey responses and case study analysis
to identify current gaps in current initiatives
in Victoria and suggested potential future
interventions and policy levers.
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Key Findings
Regional students face a range of barriers to education
aspiration and participation, although no single barrier is
determinative.
Why is aspiration important in determining educational
outcomes?
The formation of education aspiration occurs at a very young age. Indeed, Gottfredson’s theory of
Circumscription and Compromise indicates that this process commences as early as three years
of age, although the expression of aspiration does not occur until early adolescence.1

As outlined below, a range of factors influence a student’s
education aspiration.
Availability of transition
support and assistance

Socio-economic status

Parental and family
views regarding
education

Personal views
regarding the value and
benefit(s) of education

Student
education
aspiration

Knowledge of postsecondary education
career opportunities

Community attitudes
regarding education

Peer influences
regarding education

Schooling experiences
and attainment

Given this, interventions which seek to raise education aspirations must be appropriately targeted
and operate before a child commences internal rationalisation processes which eliminate
potential career and education opportunities.

1

Leslie Morrison Gutman and Rodie Akerman, ‘Determinants of aspirations’ (Research Report No 27, Centre for Research on the
Wider Benefits of Learning, University of London, 2008) 3.

Available Australian and international literature suggests that the major barriers which prevent
the development of aspiration and inhibit students’ participation in education and the learning
process include:

> Retention in and completion of secondary education.
> Personal characteristics and motivations towards education, which are shaped by family,
community and peer influences.

> Awareness of and exposure to post-school education opportunities.
> Provision of and access to post-secondary education opportunities which may be influenced
by geographic isolation and financial constraints.

> A lack of transition support and assistance for those regional students who elect to
undertake post-school qualifications.2

Interventions to improve education aspiration
In view of the above, interventions and supports must be multi-faceted to ensure that each barrier
is addressed. Such a multi-faceted approach must:

2

1

Identify and address the primary barriers to participation – including retention in,
and completion of, secondary education, awareness of post-secondary education
opportunities and career education, and improved parental and community
awareness of the value of post-compulsory qualifications.

2

Provide transition and financial support following the student’s entry into the
post-compulsory education environment.

Education and Training Committee, Parliament of Victoria, Inquiry into Geographical Differences in the Rate in which Victorian
Students Participate in Higher Education (2009).
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A total of 94 initiatives which seek to raise student
aspiration were identified across Victoria.
Mapping exercise overview
The mapping of current Victorian interventions identified a total of 94 initiatives designed to raise
student aspiration towards school completion and progression to further education and training
currently in operation throughout Victoria. The interventions identified canvassed a range of
criteria and different parameters, including:

Location
>
>
>
>
>
>

State-wide
Loddon Mallee
Grampians
Hume
Gippsland
Barwon South West

Intervention type
> Improved career
education

> Transition support
> Increased provision

>

>

of and accessibility to
financial support
Increasing student
engagement in
secondary and
tertiary education
opportunities
Engagement of
parents and the local
community

Lead
organisation
>
>
>
>
>
>
>
>
>

Schools
TAFEs
Universities
Community agencies
Non-government
organisations
Industry
Local government
State government
Federal government

The analysis does not include the range of interventions undertaken by the Department of
Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) and other bodies that focus on improving
student engagement, retention and learning experiences, but only indirectly address student
aspiration.

Current Victorian initiatives tend to focus on increasing
participation in higher education or improving school
retention. Only fifty-two per cent are multi-faceted.
Key findings from the mapping include:

1

Location
> Barwon South West has the largest number of initiatives currently in operation
(36 in total), followed by Hume (30 in total) (refer to page 38 of full report). The
greater number of initiatives observed in Barwon South West may be due to the
fact that Geelong is one of Victoria’s largest regional cities, and home to large
regional university campuses, including Deakin University’s Waterfront and
Waurn Ponds campuses.

2

Key aims and target groups
> The most common objective of programs, initiatives and interventions analysed
is to increase participation in higher education, followed by efforts to improve
attitudes towards education and retention in school (refer to page 39 of full
report). Most initiatives which seek to improve attitudes towards education
are aimed at senior secondary school students; there are a limited number of
interventions which seek to address this objective once students are outside the
school system – particularly early school leavers, Year 12 graduates and mature
age students (refer to page 44 of full report).

3

Intervention focus areas
> Although all regions have at least one intervention which seeks to address
the barriers to education identified in the literature review, the most common
interventions focus on increasing engagement in secondary education and
tertiary education opportunities (refer to page 40 of full report).

> 87 per cent of initiatives identified did not incorporate a financial support
component, despite the fact that available literature suggests that the provision
of financial support, while insufficient in itself, is a necessary precondition to
raising education aspiration (refer to page 47 of full report).

> Despite strong evidence relating to the importance of parent and community
engagement in the learning process as a key factor in improving student
education aspiration, over two-thirds of initiatives identified did not incorporate a
parent and community engagement component (refer to page 46 of full report).

> 52 per cent of initiatives identified were multi-faceted, with the majority of these
targeting students in secondary school (refer to page 48 of full report).

4

Lead agency
> Community organisations lead the greatest number of initiatives, followed by
the Victorian Government. Although local governments, secondary schools
and TAFEs lead fewer initiatives, they frequently partner with universities or
are participants in State Government or community organisation-led programs
(refer to page 41 of full report).
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Recommendations
Governments and communities are advised to focus on
raising aspiration in the early years, and increasing the
prevalence of multi-faceted interventions.
Gaps:

Recommended actions:

1

Programs with the primary focus
on aspiration focusing on early
years (early childhood learners,
primary school and Year 7-8
students) rather than mid and
latter-secondary school years,
despite available literature
suggesting that early intervention
is required to raise education
aspiration.

Re-focus interventions at the
higher-secondary and tertiary
level, so that there is an increased
prevalence of multi-faceted
interventions which begin to
target students, their parents and
communities in the early years.

2

Coordinated, multi-faceted
aspiration-focused approaches.

Working with the different sectors
to reduce the number of individual,
discrete interventions, and focusing
instead on coordinating multifaceted approaches to improve
education aspiration.

3

Coordinated improved parental
and community engagement,
from early years right through to
completion of secondary school
and transition to the workforce
and/or further education.

Consider incorporating strategies
to improve parental and community
engagement in relation to students’
education aspiration as part
of broader educational system
programs. Within this, these
programs may seek to target
mothers given the strong correlation
between a mother’s educational
attainment and student aspiration,
or change perceptions of the value
and attainability of education.

Gaps:

Recommended actions:

4

Integration of financial support
with other interventions to
improve aspiration, particularly
improved parental and community
engagement.

Ensuring that any multi-faceted
approach includes a strategy to
overcome financial barriers to
further education. This may involve
establishing closer relationships
with the Commonwealth (as the
funder of the most significant
current financial interventions)
to ensure close coordination and
collaboration between these and
other elements of the multi-faceted
initiatives.

5

Programs focusing on those
outside of the school system,
particularly early school leavers
and school leavers, comparative
to those already in the school
‘system’.

Re-thinking the current type and
mix of interventions aimed at early
school leavers, recognising that
these students often have complex
needs which necessitate multifaceted interventions, often with
whole-of-government coordination
required.

6

Data being collected on the
magnitude and reach of
programs, limiting government’s
ability to assess whether
there is an appropriate mix of
interventions across the Victorian
regions.

Beginning to collect data on the
magnitude and reach of programs
in order to better assess whether
there is an appropriate mix of
interventions across the Victorian
regions; and developing a set of
indicators (both lead and lagging)
which will assist government
in identifying where and when
interventions may be required, and
then the success of interventions
after they have been implemented.
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