
The Australia We Want: The Schools We Want 
The Australia that we live in today is not as fair as we might like to think, and nor are our schools. It is not a 
society where everybody has a genuine opportunity to succeed. The status-quo of our high school system 
continues to perpetuate inequities and a recent report by the Community Council for Australia (CCA) speaks to 
this. 

Earlier this year, CCA released a report entitled What kind of Australia do we want to live in?  This report is “a 
comprehensive assessment of an emerging national agenda for change”, evaluating how Australia is currently 
performing across a number of values-based indicators (for instance, measuring whether or not we are a “just, 
fair, safe” society). The Australia the report paints is not one where everyone has a genuine opportunity to 
flourish and succeed. 

Some of the clear themes that emerge from the report include the 
fact that gender and racial equality do not exist in Australia, that 
government housing is becoming more expensive, and that 
Australians are becoming less and less generous in donating to 
charity. But for the purpose of this piece, let’s focus on the 
connection between education and incarceration and the wellbeing 
of some of the most vulnerable people in our society. Some stats 
that are important to reflect upon with regards to this are: 

● 20% of all Australian adults (aged 15-74) have not 
completed Year 12 or equivalent. 

● 80% of prisoners have not completed Year 12 
● Indigenous Australians are imprisoned at a ratio of 11:1 as 

compared with non-Indigenous Australians. 
● Australia has an incarceration rate twice that of the 

average for European countries.  
 

It is absolutely staggering that, in such a wealthy nation, so many 
people still do not have access to an education that supports them 
to graduate Year 12. Not finishing Year 12 robs you of employment 
and further education opportunities, drastically reduces your health and wellbeing levels and, as the statistics 
above suggest, makes it far more likely that you will end up in jail.  And Indigenous Australians suffer most of 
all. This is profoundly unjust. Surely the least we can expect of our education system is to ensure all young 
people complete school. 

Of course, some might say that students who do not graduate year 12 are making a choice. Perhaps they are just 
lazy and aren’t working hard enough. But my own lived experiences as a teacher tell me otherwise. Because of 
the inequality that already exists in society, many students come to school and never have a genuine chance to 
succeed. When I was teaching as part of the Teach For Australia program, I taught some of these students 
myself: they acted poorly in class, and were often violent on the playground. Why did they do this? Because 
their parents were in jail, or they had experienced domestic violence. A child only has so much capacity to 
make their own decisions: development psychology tells us that they learn their behaviours from the adults in 
their lives. In most mainstream classrooms, these children spend their time being told off by teachers for their 
misbehaviour. Classes are too big for teachers to genuinely care for these students to the extent that they need 
to be cared for. If home doesn’t help students develop social capital and a repertoire of emotional skills to learn 
how to succeed in our society, then school can be the most important intervention point. Our current school 
model is failing these vulnerable kids, and we can see the from this report where they end up when this 
happens again and again. 

At GVS, we think this isn’t good enough. We need something better, something more flexible and empowering 
and community-oriented. We need a model that puts the students at the centre of the learning, so that their 
needs always come first, not just as students in a classroom, but as individual human beings. That’s why GVS 
exists; because everyone deserves a fair go, and to have that, we need to change the system from within. 
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https://www.communitycouncil.com.au/sites/default/files/Australia-we-want-Second-Report_ONLINE.pdf

