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ACTCOSS and the Youth Coalition of the ACT acknowledge Canberra has been built on the 
land of the Ngunnawal people. We pay respects to their Elders and recognise the strength 
and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. We celebrate Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing contributions to the ACT community. 

About the Youth Coalition of the ACT 
The Youth Coalition is the peak youth affairs body in the ACT. As a membership based 
organisation, the Youth Coalition is responsible for representing and promoting the rights, 
interests and wellbeing of the estimated 78,000 young Canberrans aged 12-25 years and 
those who work with them. 

A key role of the Youth Coalition is the development and analysis of ACT social policy and 
program decisions that affect young people and youth services. The Youth Coalition facilitates 
the development of strong linkages and promotes collaboration between the community, 
government and private sectors to achieve better outcomes for young people in the ACT. 

Web: www.youthcoalition.net  

About ACTCOSS 
The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-
for-profit community organisations, people living with disadvantage and low-income citizens of 
the Territory.  

ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state and 
territory Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS). 

ACTCOSS’ vision is to live in a fair and equitable community that respects and values 
diversity, human rights and sustainability and promotes justice, equity, reconciliation and 
social inclusion. 

The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers in 
the social welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and 
consumer groups and interested individuals. 

ACTCOSS advises that this document may be publicly distributed, including by placing a copy 
on our website. 

Web: www.actcoss.org.au   

Director: Susan Helyar    
Policy Officer: Ruth Ragless 

 

ISBN 978-1-876632-51-9 (electronic version) 
© Copyright ACT Council of Social Service Incorporated, December 2017 

This publication is copyright, apart from use by those agencies for which it has been 
produced. Non-profit associations and groups have permission to reproduce parts of this 
publication as long as the original meaning is retained and proper credit is given to the ACT 
Council of Social Service Inc (ACTCOSS). All other individuals and Agencies seeking to 
reproduce material from this publication should obtain the permission of the Director of 
ACTCOSS. 

An ACT Government funded initiative. 
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http://www.actcoss.org.au/
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Introduction  
The ACT Minister for Education has nominated equity as a key issue in the 
Future of Education conversation. ACTCOSS agrees that equity needs to be a 
key part of a long term strategy for education in the ACT. We have had an 
advocacy focus on equity in education and ACT schools for several years, 
working in conjunction with the Youth Coalition of the ACT.  

While some commentators have suggested that equity is the opposite of 
excellence, equity is actually a key factor in excellence. Equity is about 
creating diverse solutions for all students, not the opposite of excellence. As 
the OECD states:  

the highest performing education systems are those that combine equity 
with quality. They give all children opportunities for a good quality 
education.1 

Why education equity is important in the ACT 
Education has a significant bearing on the welfare and wellbeing of 
individuals. Education impacts on people’s labour market experiences and 
their earned incomes in later life. The ACT is primarily a knowledge economy 
and growing this part of our economy has been a part of deliberate 
government policy in achieving economic diversification goals.  

Education is often pointed to as the most effective mechanism for addressing 
inequality in countries such as Australia because it enables social mobility. 
We cannot accept an education system that reproduces rather than reduces 
the social gradient and does not deliver great outcomes for students with low 
socio-economic status.  

Most young Canberrans will have a positive experience at school, but our high 
average attainment works to hide the fact that there are students falling 
behind, not achieving and disengaging from school in the ACT. 

Several recent reports have questioned the performance of the ACT 
Education system, including the ACT Auditor General2, the Australia Institute3 
and Professor Stephen Lamb at the Centre for International Research on 
education systems at Victoria University.4 These reports analysed NAPLAN 
data and found that the real levels of performance of students in ACT schools 
is below that expected as ACT public schools are performing below similar 
schools in other jurisdictions. 
                                            
 
1  OECD, Equity and Quality in Education: supporting Disadvantaged Students and Schools, OECD 

Publishing, 2012, <https://www.oecd.org/education/school/50293148.pdf>.  
2  ACT Auditor-General, Performance Information in ACT Public Schools, Report No.4, Canberra, 

2017. 
3  A MacIntosh, D Wilkinson & A Constable, Leading the Nation? The NAPLAN performance of the 

ACT’s high socio-economic schools, The Australia Institute, July 2017. 
4  Quoted in ACT Auditor-General, 2017, op. cit. 

https://www.oecd.org/education/school/50293148.pdf
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Analysis of the 2017 NAPLAN results for the ACT confirm a strong social 
gradient in education in the ACT. NAPLAN data is disaggregated by parental 
education, parental occupation and Indigenous status. In 2017 in the ACT, 
26.9 per cent of year 9 students with low educated parents, for example, did 
not achieve the minimum writing standard, and 10.9 per cent with low 
educated parents did not achieve the minimum reading standard.5 

NAPLAN 2017 Year 9: Proportion of ACT students below national minimum standard by 
level of parental education 

Level of Education Reading Writing Numeracy 

Low parental 
education (year 11 
or less) 

10.9 26.9 5.1 

High parental 
education 
(Bachelor degree 
or higher) 

1.7 7.4 0.7 

Source: Australian Curriculum, Reporting and Assessment Authority (ACARA), NAPLAN National 
Report, 2017, <http://reports.acara.edu.au/Home/Results#results>. 

There are large achievement gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged 
students. In 2017 in the ACT, the gap in the mean score between Year 9 
students with low educated parents and those with high educated parents was 
49 points in reading, 45 points in numeracy, and 56 points in writing. There 
are also significant achievement gaps in the mean score between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous students in the ACT. 

 
  

                                            
 
5  Australian Curriculum, Reporting and Assessment Authority (ACARA), NAPLAN National Report, 

2017, <http://reports.acara.edu.au/Home/Results#results>.  

http://reports.acara.edu.au/Home/Results%23results
http://reports.acara.edu.au/Home/Results#results
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NAPLAN 2017 Year 9: Achievement Gaps by level of parental education and 
Indigenous status 

 Reading Writing Numeracy 

Mean Scale Score 
Difference between 
students with high and 
low education parents 

49.1 55.9 45.1 

Mean Scale Score 
Difference between non-
Indigenous and 
Indigenous students 

52.9 62.3 47.0 

Source: Australian Curriculum, Reporting and Assessment Authority (ACARA), NAPLAN National 
Report, 2017, <http://reports.acara.edu.au/Home/Results#results>. 

The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research analysed NAPLAN data 
and found that student academic achievement is improving at a slower rate in 
the ACT compared to most other States. It states that ‘…in particular, that the 
Australian Capital Territory, the Northern Territory and New South Wales are 
doing relatively poorly for the Indigenous population’.6 

OECD Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) data, which is 
collected every three years, shows that in 2015 the effect of socioeconomic 
background on education performance was higher in Australia than on 
average across the OECD.  While the Australian Capital Territory had a much 
greater proportion of high socioeconomic background students than any other 
jurisdiction, PISA consistently finds the relationship between performance and 
socioeconomic background is stronger in the ACT than most other Australian 
States and Territories.7  

Commentators on earlier research on the 2012 (PISA) data state that: 

a close examination of the PISA report shows that the ACT quickly falls to 
the near the bottom of the nation when it comes to equity in education 
with only the Northern Territory showing a greater connection between 
SES background and PISA achievement…Especially striking is that the 
ACT has the biggest in-school variation linked to student SES of any 
Australian jurisdiction. There may not be much difference between 
schools, but within them students are performing very differently based 
on their SES background.8 

                                            
 
6  N Biddle & B Edwards, The Characteristics and Potential Effects of the Schools that Indigenous 

Australians Attend, Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, ANU, 2017. 
7  S Thomson, L De Bortoli & C Underwood, PISA 2015 Reporting Australia’s Results, Australian 

Council for Education Research, 2017. 
8  P Roberts & S Leonard, ‘PISA results show ACT schools fare poorly in teaching disadvantaged’, 

Sydney Morning Herald, 10 December 2013, accessed 5 November 2017 
<http://www.smh.com.au/comment/pisa-results-show-act-schools-fare-poorly-in-teaching-
disadvantaged-20131209-2z1xa.html>. 

http://reports.acara.edu.au/Home/Results%23results
http://www.smh.com.au/comment/pisa-results-show-act-schools-fare-poorly-in-teaching-disadvantaged-20131209-2z1xa.html
http://www.smh.com.au/comment/pisa-results-show-act-schools-fare-poorly-in-teaching-disadvantaged-20131209-2z1xa.html
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Disadvantage in the ACT  
There are a sizeable number of people, children and households in the ACT 
experiencing disadvantage in terms of measures such as income, education, 
and housing affordability. In comparison to some other cities, disadvantage in 
Canberra does not tend to be concentrated in particular suburbs or regions. 
One way to identify hidden disadvantage in the ACT is to drill down into small 
areas of the ACT. This reveals pockets of disadvantage in the ACT that are 
usually hidden by statistics produced at larger area levels. There are many 
small areas in Canberra that have low income rates above the capital city 
average.9 

There were 7,867 children living in low income households in the ACT 
representing 12 per cent of total ACT children in this age group. Another 
important socioeconomic disadvantage indicator is the proportion of persons 
living in a sole parent family in low income households. There were 8,751 
people living in sole parent families in low income households10. 

For children, living in a low income household may mean not having access to 
books, computers and the internet, so educational development can be 
effected. Research suggests a strong social gradient in education outcomes in 
the ACT, as discussed above. 

‘Blindness’ to diversity 
A study into equity in education in Victoria shows that education models that 
cater to the ‘average student’ and which are therefore ‘blind’ to diversity, can 
exacerbate inequalities and heighten marginalisation within schools.11 

As a result of the diversity within Canberra’s suburbs, most ACT schools have 
small numbers of highly disadvantaged students, rather than disadvantage 
being concentrated in a few schools. The phenomena of blindness to diversity 
may explain policy making according to the average figures and inadequate 
catering to the needs of students who are not ‘average’. 

‘Blindness’ to diversity is likely to be at least part of the reason for the strong 
social gradient in education in the ACT.  

Truly excellent education must be equitable education, and achieving both 
means ‘tailoring provision to diverse needs’12, rather than ignoring or being 
‘blind’ to diversity.  

                                            
 
9  R Tanton, R Miranti & Y Vidyattama, Hidden disadvantage in the ACT: Report for ACT Anti-poverty 

Week, NATSEM, University of Canberra, October 2017.  
10  ibid. 
11  E Moloney, ‘Education Equity & Aboriginal&/or Torres Strait Islander students’, ACTCOSS Update, 

Issue 80, Winter 2017. 
12  G Savage, ‘Why markets can’t deliver excellence and equity in schools’, The Conversation, 8 May 

2014, viewed 11 July 2017, <https://theconversation.com/why-markets-cant-deliver-excellence-and-
equity-in-schools-25711>.  

https://theconversation.com/why-markets-cant-deliver-excellence-and-equity-in-schools-25711
https://theconversation.com/why-markets-cant-deliver-excellence-and-equity-in-schools-25711
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Students who are different from the average student in more than one way 
(e.g. culturally and linguistically diverse as well as living with disability or low 
income) face compounding barriers to achieving high educational outcomes. 

What are some building blocks of equity in 
education?  

Early intervention and prevention 
ACTCOSS supports the need to focus on whether every child is making 
progress and learning through early identification of educational disadvantage 
and access to long term programs to support educational attainment.  

The ACT Government should fund programs and services which have a 
preventive and early intervention approach to tackling disadvantage, as these 
deliver the best outcomes as well as being the most cost effective. One way to 
do this is through increased partnerships with community services. Our first 
submission to the Future of Education conversation recommended an 
increased level of community partnerships to support disadvantaged students. 

Other complementary ways to support students who are identified as needing 
support to attain educational standards may not always involve additional 
resources. Research suggests that offering support for students can be done 
through making better use of learning assistants. Evidence from the UK 
shows that: 

in classrooms where teachers and assistants worked collaboratively 
together the effects were positive. In classrooms where the assistant 
substituted for the teacher rather than complementing them, students, 
particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, tended to perform 
worse than peers taught only by a teacher.13 

A program evaluation of giving teaching assistants quality support and training 
in delivering structured sessions to small groups or individuals showed:  

that students of the trained teaching assistants made three to four months 
more progress than students whose assistants were deployed as usual. 
At relatively little additional cost, teaching assistants who are used 
effectively can have a marked impact on student learning.14  

                                            
 
13  Productivity Commission, National Education Evidence Base, Report no.80, Canberra, 2016. 
14  ibid. 
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High expectations  
High expectations of all students by teachers is important. Research finds that 
the expectations of teachers: 

…have a considerable impact on student achievement and their 
willingness to engage in classroom and school practices in a purposeful 
way. Low expectations lead to student underachievement and 
disengagement.15 

Further, it is suggested that students are likely to meet the expectations of the 
teacher, notwithstanding how accurate the expectations are. 

Students agree that high expectations of teachers facilitates their learning 
achievement.16 

ACTCOSS notes that the Engaging Schools framework had a focus on high 
expectations, but that this has not been emphasised in the Future of 
Education conversation so far.  

Ensuring that expectations have a positive and motivating effect on student 
learning outcomes requires an understanding of what contributes to how both 
teachers and student form expectations. 

Culturally responsive schooling 
High expectations and early intervention need to incorporate an 
understanding of where each child is coming from. Culturally responsive 
schooling is needed for all students from non-mainstream cultures. 

Australia’s population is becoming ‘more and multicultural with a growing 
diversity of languages, races, cultures and values’.17 

It has been argued that ‘recognition of cultural diversity, although necessary 
for all students, is imperative to meeting the educational needs of ethnically 
diverse students’ and a culturally responsive teacher needs to have ‘not only 
knowledge of the students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds, but also 
knowledge of the student’s interests and home life/environment’.18 

                                            
 
15  K Johnson & M O'Brien, "School is For Me": Student Engagement and the Fair Go Project: Paper 

Code OBR02357: A focus on engaging pedagogies in primary classrooms in low socio-economic 
status communities in south-western Sydney, 2002, paper presented at the AARE Annual 
Conference Brisbane 2002, accessed 5 November 2017, 
<https://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2002/obr02357.pdf>. 

16  BE Lewthwaite, et. al., ‘Seeking a Pedagogy of Difference: What Aboriginal Students and Their 
Parents in North Queensland Say About Teaching and Their Learning’, Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education, 2015, 40(5), 132-159, <http://ro.ecu.edu.au/ajte/vol40/iss5/8>. 

17  TF Perso, Cultural Responsiveness and School Education: With particular focus on Australia’s First 
Peoples; A Review & Synthesis of the Literature, Menzies School of Health Research, Centre for 
Child Development and Education, Darwin, 2012, p.4. 

18  ibid. 

https://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2002/obr02357.pdf
http://ro.ecu.edu.au/ajte/vol40/iss5/8
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Research suggests a variety of measures can be used to ensure cultural 
responsiveness with Aboriginal students in the classroom, and that ‘any test of 
cultural safety in the classroom is best measured by Aboriginal people 
themselves’. Aboriginal students in Queensland suggested the following 
measures: 

• Teachers using culture to bridge learning and lessen the mismatch 
between home and school environments; 

• Teachers providing tailored support to negotiate the literacy demands of 
schooling; 

• Teachers providing specific and clear learning goals; 

• Individualised teaching that accommodates student diversity; 

• Teachers having high expectations for their students; 

• Teachers building positive relationships with their students; and 

• Teachers giving students appropriate support for behavioural issues.19 

Similarly, other research suggests teachers having closer relationships with 
students, raised behaviour and learning expectations, and engaging more 
closely with students’ prior experience as a basis for new learning resulted in 
improved student engagement and improved assessment scores.20 
 
There is a long history of research and practice on improving educational 
outcomes for disadvantaged students. The Fair Go Project in New South 
Wales is a recent example. It found that student engagement is not just being 
on-task, but students having a feeling that school and education is ‘for them’ is 
critical. In order to genuinely engage students in learning and school life, 
especially disadvantaged students, schools must be ‘socially just places, a 
caring place where both academic and social needs’21 are addressed. 
 
Community services in Canberra identify that racism, where it occurs, is often 
in the school environment. This presents an opportunity for schools to work to 
increase their identification and understanding and stop racism in school 
settings with sustained interventions starting at a young age.  

Excellence is not just quantitative: well-being of 
students  
Good relationships are key to all learning, and learning is about more than 
results of standardised testing. 
                                            
 
19 BE Lewthwaite, et. al., 2015, op. cit.  
20  T Cavanagh, Using Research to Support an Indigenous Worldview of Education in L Graham (Ed.), 

Narrowing the Gap: Addressing Educational Disadvantage: 132 Proceedings of the Narrowing the 
Gap: Addressing Educational Disadvantage Conference, SiMERR, University of New England, 2008. 

21  K Johnson & M O'Brien, 2002, op. cit.  
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Schools are an important place for children to develop excellent social and 
emotional skills, not just academic skills. In 2015, the OECD PISA survey 
showed that ‘many of the differences in student well-being are related to 
student’s perceptions of the disciplinary climate within the class room and/or 
the support their teachers give them’22. The OECD comments that schools 
can work in partnership with parents, community organisations and other 
services to help eradicate bullying.  

Australian research on the views of children about their schools finds that 
school is a valued and positive experience when relationships with teachers 
and peers are supportive and respectful, when they feel included and listened 
to, and when they feel safe. Bullying is a key element in undermining 
children’s sense of safety and inclusion at school.23 The physical school 
environment is also important to children. A poor standard of facilities (such as 
toilets), litter and graffiti not only create an unpleasant environment, but also 
indicate a lack of respect for their school.24  

An independently administered student survey that monitors student views on 
a range of issues every few years could be useful. Views could be sought on 
progress in educational attainment, disciplinary climate, behaviour support, 
bullying, safety, quality of facilities, cultural relevance and discrimination, e.g. 
experience of racism and sexism. 

Flexible learning options 
Alternative or flexible learning programs can cater specifically for young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds who for complex and varied 
reasons, are disengaged from mainstream schooling. Where mainstream 
approaches to schooling have not worked well for these young people, 
different approaches are needed. Flexible learning programs help young 
people finish school or reach other employment and training goals. Research 
has found that most students in these programs had previously experienced a 
lack of success and support in education, often in several schools and over 
several years.25 

Flexible learning options are typically underfunded and isolated from each 
other26. We understand that demand for places in the ACT is significant. 
Examples include the Youth Education Program (YEP) at Anglicare, the 
Galilee school and Canberra College Cares. 

The ways that these type of programs work and achieve success can help 
inform mainstream education. Workers from Gugan Gulwan Youth 
                                            
 
22  OECD, PISA Results (Volume III): Students’ Well-Being, OECD Publishing, Paris, 2017. 
23  S Bessell & J Jason, Putting the pieces in place: Children, communities and social capital in 

Australia, Australian National University and University of Western Sydney, 2014. 
24 ibid. 
25  K Te Riele, Putting the jigsaw together: Flexible learning programs in Australia, Final report, The 

Victoria Institute for Education, Diversity and Lifelong Learning, 2014. 
26  ibid. 
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Corporation reflecting on their knowledge from running an alternative 
education program talk about the importance of being aware of the barriers 
that might make attending education difficult for some young Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students in Canberra, and the importance of Gugan 
offering a safe secure place with continuity of support and tailored programs. 

ACTCOSS supports investment in evidence based approaches to education 
disengagement. The ACT government should evaluate and publicly report on 
the short and long term impacts of current flexible learning options in the ACT, 
identify any gaps or areas for improvement in consultation with stakeholders 
and ensure a Territory wide systematic approach is adopted and resourced.  

Digital inclusion 

The ability to use and access computers and the internet is vital to schooling 
and education generally, but research demonstrates that there is a growing 
and persistent digital divide between students of low and high socioeconomic 
backgrounds.27  

The Government should consider how to best leverage resources to reach 
disadvantaged young people, including through: 
 
• Redirecting resources currently allocated to the free chromebook 

program for all year 7-11 students in ACT public schools to a more 
targeted approach to increase access to devices and data for the smaller 
group of low income students who experience disadvantage, and 

• Partnering with community based organisations around digital inclusion, 
as an appropriate mechanism for addressing the digital divide for 
disadvantaged young people and their families. 

Recommendations 
ACTCOSS recommends that the ACT Government develop, cost and fully 
resource a strategy to improve equity in education in the ACT that includes: 
 
• Ongoing data collection and review of differences in education 

attainment and impacts of universal and targeted investment in reducing 
the social gradient in education attainment 

• Investment in sustained early intervention and prevention programs, 
including identification of students who need support 

                                            
 
27  T Vinson, et. al., Dropping off the Edge: Persistent communal disadvantage in Australia, 2015, 

pp.34-35, <http://k46cs13u1432b9asz49wnhcx-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-
content/uploads/0001_dote_2015.pdf>.  

http://k46cs13u1432b9asz49wnhcx-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/0001_dote_2015.pdf
http://k46cs13u1432b9asz49wnhcx-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/0001_dote_2015.pdf
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• Culturally responsive schools 

• High expectations of students  

• Strong teacher and student engagement  

• Investment in school-community partnerships  

• Regular surveys to gauge student views on a range of issues relevant to 
their education experience 

• A systematic program of flexible learning options 

• A focus on the middle years (8-12 year olds) to ensure a successful 
transition to high school 

• Digital inclusion strategies that target disadvantaged young people and 
low income families 

• Stopping racism and other forms of discrimination in school settings. 
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