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TO IMPROVING PROSPECTS FOR AT RISK YOUNG PEOPLE 
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When young people successfully complete year 12 or its equivalent, their future prospects for health, social 
status and employment are greatly increased. Re-engaging benefits not only them, but also communities, 
both economically and socially. However, some young people require additional support to remain in 
learning and earning pathways and a few need intensive support. This is the core business of the Innovative 
Community Action Network’s (ICAN) initiative. 

In 2003 the South Australian government asked the newly established Social Inclusion Board to come up 
with a School Retention Action Plan (SRAP) which would trial projects to find ways to retain young people 
in learning and earning pathways. ICAN is the largest of these initiatives. ICAN works in strong and valued 
partnerships at the local level with all stakeholders, including government, non-government agencies, 
business and industry, to re-engage young people by identifying local barriers and responding with local 
holistic solutions. Since 2004, by adopting innovative approaches through a shared sense of responsibility, 
82% of ICAN program participants have successfully re-engaged with learning or earning. 

Individual case management recognises the complexity of each young person and addresses barriers to 
their success in an integrated manner. Flexible learning plans, tailored to each person’s learning needs and 
interests, ensure that learning pathways are relevant. Clearly, significant learning can occur outside the 
conventional classroom, and this learning is aligned and recognised with formal accreditation that is directed 
towards successful pathways to future employment. Innovative approaches to school student enrolment 
funding, through a Flexible Learning Option strategy, offer flexible learning resources to ICAN secondary 
schools. This per capita resource enables schools to provide identified students with individual case 
management and a flexible personalised learning program that might occur beyond the school walls. By 
building community capacity to share responsibility for supporting young people who are traditionally 
excluded, we all have better future prospects.  

It is becoming increasingly clear that a young person’s learning success depends on their well being. And 
conversely, that their future well being is determined by their success in learning, particularly successful 
completion of Year 12 or a vocational equivalent. There is evidence that successful completion of higher 
levels of education is linked to better future health and social status, as well as better employment 
opportunities (Social Inclusion Board 2007).  

Staying on at school to year 12 or equivalent has also been shown to improve engagement with the 
community. Increasing social cohesion and building social capital enables members of a community to work 
together to develop and sustain strong relationships, solve problems and make group decisions (Arole et al. 
2004:1). If we are to achieve this, it is imperative that we address young people’s well being to help them 
forge a brighter future. 

However, in addition to increasing social capital, there is also an economic imperative to ensure that all 
young people travel on successful learning and earning pathways. 

                                                
∗ Innovative Community Action Networks, Department of Education and Children’s Services. 
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In 2006 the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) 
reported to COAG that:  

Australia’s living standards and continuing prosperity relies on young people participating in the labour 
force and being productive contributors. Arguably, this has never been more important than now, as we 
face the demographic challenges brought on as the ‘boomers’ leave the labour force. We currently face a 
skills need in a number of industry and occupation areas and this is predicted to become even sharper in 
some sectors. We simply cannot afford to have even a small proportion of young people left out of the 
opportunity to work, study, re-skill and contribute to our economy (MCEETYA 2006:7). 

On the other hand, Access Economics estimates that if a 90% learning or earning rate were achieved 
nationally there would be: 

• a boost to the economy by 1.1% of GDP by 2040 (equivalent to $9.2 billion in today’s money) 
• a substantially broadened tax base and workforce (equivalent to increasing Australia’s total migrant 

intake by 180,000 over the period to 2040)  
• and positive long-term impact on economic welfare. (Access Economics in Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 

2007)  
However, if young people do not complete school, Education Foundation Australia (2007) suggests that 

they can expect: 
• lower wages and greater financial insecurity: an early school leaver can expect to earn approximately 

$500,000 less in the course of their working life than someone who completes Year 12 
• poorer mental and physical health: those who do not complete secondary school are almost four 

times more likely to report poorer health 
• a higher likelihood of child abuse and neglect when early leavers become parents 
• higher instances of homelessness, drug and alcohol abuse and criminal activity 
• mortality rates up to nine times higher than the general population. 

Not addressing these issues of health, child abuse and homelessness will have not only a negative social 
effect, but also a negative economic impact on the community. The Business Council of Australia (2003) 
tells us that unless efforts are made to offset the effects of an ageing population, including maximising the 
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skills and capabilities of all young Australians, there will be a higher tax burden on the next generation of 
Australians. Early school leaving will result in: 

• lower employment rates 
• increased welfare payments 
• lower productivity 
• lower tax revenue for Australia. 

Education Foundation Australia (2007) summarises as follows: 

Early school leaving and lower levels of education cost Australia an estimated $2.6 billion a year in 
higher social welfare, health and crime prevention.  

Clearly we have an imperative, economically and socially, to ensure that all our young people are on 
learning and earning pathways. It is therefore vital that we increase retention rates and find ways to retain 
those young people who are dropping out of school early. It’s what we currently call a ‘no brainer’, to invest 
in the future by ensuring our young people are engaged in learning, earning and the community. 

This was well recognised by the South Australian government in 2003. It also recognised that retention 
rates, both in South Australia and nationally, had peaked in 1992 at over 90% and has been declining ever 
since (ABS 2002; 1999; 1993). The government  knew that although most young people were engaging in 
learning, and leaving school having completed year 12 or Certificate III equivalent, there were some young 
people who required additional support to remain in school. However, a few (about 10%) were dropping out 
of school early, without qualifications and little chance of successful future prospects. 

Evidence also suggested that there were specific groups who were at increased risk:  
• young people with a disability 
• young Indigenous Australians  
• some young migrant groups 
• those with poor literacy and/or numeracy skills 
• those in rural or remote areas 
• those from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds 
• young people under the guardianship of the minister. 

In 2003 the South Australian government asked the newly established Social Inclusion Board to come up 
with a School Retention Action Plan (SRAP) which would trial projects to find ways to retain young people 
in learning and earning pathways. Funding of $28.4 million over four years was provided for the initiative. 
The Social Inclusion Board, which reports to the Premier, is well placed to work across a number of 
government portfolios, and this is the approach it has taken to investigate ways to address the many 
difficulties young people are facing.  

By far the largest of the SRAP initiatives was the Innovative Community Action Networks (ICAN), 
which was funded with $7.4 million over four years. It was given the task of finding innovative solutions to 
retaining in learning those young people most at risk of leaving without year 12 or equivalent qualifications. 

ICAN began by working with local community partners and South Australian Department of Education 
and Children’s Service (DECS) schools in four areas of the state where young people experiencing lower 
levels of successful engagement in learning and earning are concentrated: the metropolitan northern, 
southern and north-western suburbs of Adelaide, and the Upper Spencer towns of Port Pirie, Port Augusta 
and Whyalla. It brought together young people, families, schools, community groups, businesses and 
different levels of government to find local solutions to locally identified issues that prevent young people 
from completing their education. 
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Very quickly ICAN found that recognition that each young person is an individual was critical to re-
engagement. And it recognised that many young people are facing a complex of issues that cannot be tackled 
by schools alone. Here is one example. 

Kelly’s story—part 1 

The first time I got suspended was for just refusing to do my work cos the teacher was being a bitch so I 
just walked out and they sent me home for the day and I wouldn’t leave so they suspended me. That was 
in year 5. And then I tipped cold water over these two Vietnamese girls who were giving me shit, and 
they suspended me for that. And then I’d get suspended every time I’d go back—just straight away for no 
reason. And in year 7 they kicked me out—told my mum that I was too much trouble. Didn’t ever bother 
with high school—didn’t seem worth it. 

Yeah, I’ve been pretty mixed up, but home wasn’t exactly a bed of roses. I can’t remember dad much—
get him mixed up with mum’s other boyfriends. Around about the time I got kicked out, Mum was losing 
it a lot. I guess it was hard for her with having 5 kids and no-one to help—none of the boyfriends stuck 
around long. She’d yell at me and hit me for stuff I didn’t even do, but she’d keep hitting me ’til I said I’d 
done it. Sometimes it was easier to say I’d done something even if I hadn’t. Yeah, it kind of saved me a 
couple of hits. 

In the end it was just easier not to go home. I was 13 when I met Jake down at the park. There was a 
group of us that just used to hang out and have a bong—just chill, you know? I don’t know what I’d have 
done without Jake—his believing in me has made it so I can believe in myself. Like we’d lie in bed and 
talk about everything, even about the dreams I had of being a dancer or a hairdresser or something. At 
least you haven’t got to worry about writing and stuff with those, ’cos I never really learned to do that 
properly. 

Before Jake, I used to cry myself to sleep every night ’cos I was trying to think and I’d just get confused 
in my thoughts. I haven’t told anyone, not even Jake, but sometimes I hear voices in my head and it just 
scares the crap out of me. 

Anyways, I stayed with my aunty for a while, but she kicked me out, and then I went to my cousin, but 
they were moving on too. Jake’s sister let us sleep at her place for a while, but she didn’t like me much 
and when Jake went inside, she threw me out. It’s a case of beg, borrow or steal when you haven’t got 
anything, I guess.  

I don’t know what’s going to happen to me now. I mean, I’ve nicked a couple of things before, only from 
big shops ’cos they can afford it. But this old woman had left her the bag on the counter and was having a 
chat with the sales girl—it was just sitting there waiting and it was so easy to just grab it. When the 
woman turned to look at me I could see the surprise and fear in her eyes and I just ran. I got to the 
doorway, but someone grabbed me and they called the police. Gee, I just wanted to get some more 
dope—I sure need it now just to blot out everything that’s happening.  

Oh yeah—it’s my fifteenth birthday. Happy Birthday me—what a loser! I wish Jake was around. 
(Adapted from a range of stories in Smyth et al. 2000) 

Kelly is clearly living a complex life with a number of complex issues that need to be addressed if she can 
ever hope to re-engage with any form of learning or earning. Amongst those, we can identify: 

• poverty 
• chronic disengagement from school 
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• conflict at home 
• low self esteem 
• mental health issues  
• low literacy and numeracy  
• drugs and alcohol 
• homelessness  
• engagement with the juvenile justice system. 

Whilst no ICAN young person can be said to be typical, these kinds of issues are not unusual for ICAN 
young people. It is abundantly clear that the complexity of the problems that young people at risk are 
presenting with is well beyond the capacity and scope of schools. 

Prior to the establishment of the SRAP and the ICAN local partnership model, DECS and schools were 
seen to have sole responsibility for the successful engagement and retention of all young people in learning. 
However, through ICAN, a radical new approach was taken by creating partnerships which would link 
agencies by providing young people with integrated solutions that would wrap around each individual.  

Since 2004, ICAN has had an 82% success rate in re-engaging young people with learning and earning 
pathways. Although not every young person it has supported has been enrolled in an ICAN program, some 
have been peripherally supported. It has touched the lives of 6,000 participants and their families in re-
engagement with learning and earning pathways.  

ICAN began by trialling a range of programs to see what would and what would not work to re-engage 
young people who were between 12 and 19 years of age and enrolled in school but at risk of early leaving, or 
disengaged and/or not re-engaged on a pathway to employment, further education or community 
participation. 

Between 2004 and 2007, ICAN trialled more than 80 programs in which there were over 3,000 program 
participants. Some programs, such as ‘Young mums’, catered for specific cohorts of young people. 

Young mums 

‘Young mums’ is delivered at the Family Learning Faculty at Para West Adult Campus. It caters for young 
women who are either pregnant or young mothers. Seventy-four percent of these young women had 
disengaged from school before becoming involved with ICAN. The program aims to improve the health and 
well being both of the girls and their children, while also re-engaging them on learning pathways.  

Learning is accredited, including VET and SACE, and all learning is relevant to their lives, including for 
example, healthy food, budgeting, health education, children’s literacy and computing. The young women 
can further extend their learning through the Family Learning faculty and gain their full SACE certificates. 

ICAN supported the program by providing transport, an on-campus midwife, a free crèche, a Second 
Story counsellor and a childcare centre. The program has seen a higher than average school attendance, with 
six of the young women having graduated with their SACE, some aiming for tertiary uni degrees. 

Other programs evolved from local partnerships, such as Gawler 15. 

Gawler 15 

In 2005, Gawler township was rapidly becoming a tourism and hospitality centre. However, it also found 
that it was facing a skills shortage and that there were not enough locally based staff to service it. 
Simultaneously, there was a number of young people that were disengaging from school that expressed an 
interest in working in the hospitality industry, but for whom acquiring the training, only on offer at the 
Adelaide Regency TAFE, was both difficult and expensive. 
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Local businesses joined with ICAN to build a commercial kitchen at Gawler High School. Students gain a 
Certificate in Kitchen Operations, as well as their SACE. They’re also supported by individual case 
management to address any issues that might prevent them from succeeding in learning and earning 
pathways. 

From the first set of graduates, in 2005 nine moved into paid employment, three took up apprenticeships 
and three re-engaged with full-time schooling. This success has continued with more recent cohorts. What 
ICAN was demonstrating was that it is possible to successfully re-engage young people. 

However, not only were young people re-engaging with learning and earning pathways, they were also 
demonstrating improved self-confidence and esteem, improved attendance, improved behaviour and anger 
management, and a greater clarity about positive life pathways. Furthermore, partnerships between schools, 
communities, and government and non-government agencies had strengthened and cultural change in 
schools and communities had begun, including the recognition of joint responsibility for supporting the 
engagement of young people at risk (Atelier 2007). 

What was it that ICAN had identified as critical to the success of re-engaging these young people? First 
and foremost, as we have seen from our story of Kelly, many of these young people have complex problems 
that can’t be dealt with by schools alone. ICAN has demonstrated that, through a shared sense of 
responsibility, young people at risk can be supported by bringing together government and non-government 
agencies, community groups, business and industry, and schools and families to collectively address the 
difficulties they are facing. 

ICAN also recognised that one size does not fit all. Each young person is living a unique life under a 
unique set of circumstances. They bring to their learning interests, aptitude, understanding and experiences 
that make them the person they are. Learning, therefore, that is school centred and didactic, that is supported 
by notions of ‘fixing the young person to match the system’, will fail to retain many young people at risk 

However, learning that is personalised ensures that the young person sits at the centre and takes 
ownership of the learning. This means making learning inclusive and young person focused, making learning 
valued and legitimate, and ensuring that it maximises the young person’s chance of a successful life. ICAN 
has found that when young people are involved in negotiating personalised learning, they can be re-engaged 
on learning pathways. Negotiated learning activities take into account the young person’s circumstances and 
interests; are authentic, relevant and meaningful; respond to different learning styles; and respect and value 
the views of the young person.  

Furthermore, learning can—and does—happen in far more spaces than school alone. For some young 
people, learning in traditional ways in traditional classrooms using traditional learning styles simply does not 
work. For example, for those who have disengaged because of learning difficulties, behaviour, anger or 
mental health issues, learning in school is often beyond their capacity. ICAN has developed a number of 
programs that operate off-campus in spaces that invite young people to negotiate relationships very different 
from those they had had at school.  

Above all, ICAN recognised the necessity of individual case management. Working in partnership with 
agencies, ICAN recognised that it is youth and social workers that have the skills to address the complexity 
of issues and to build the relationships so essential to re-engaging these young people. It is case managers 
who know to whom, how and when to refer young people to other services, such as Families SA, Health, and 
so on. 

ICAN was now able to report back to the Social Inclusion Board that it had found solutions to retaining 
those young people most at risk of leaving school without year 12 or equivalent qualifications. It was able to 
report that those young people who were fully engaged were well catered for in mainstream school-based 
learning programs, delivered by registered teachers in traditional schools.  



7 SUSANNE KOEN AND PHILLIPA DUIGAN: FORGING BRIGHTER FUTURES 

Supported by other SRAP initiatives, it was able to report that some young people could be re-engaged in 
learning through case management or mentoring, and by working in smaller learning environments in 
programs linked to further education, vocational and/or employment-based training.  

However, there were a few young people who were struggling with such significant and complex barriers 
to learning that they would not be retained unless they were supported by intensive individualised case 
management and comprehensive support, together with intimate safe, learning environments based on trust 
and strong relationships. 

Undoubtedly the most significant legacy of ICAN is FLO—Flexible Learning Options. In 2007 ICAN 
trialled a new DECS enrolment strategy so that young people could continue to be re-engaged through case 
management and flexible learning programs, but without drawing on specifically allocated government 
funding.  

In the past, school funding had only been provided so young people could access their education in 
traditional ways within the confines of the school walls. Furthermore, school funding was effectively tied to 
the classroom teacher and could not therefore be used flexibly to provide case management, or to broker 
external support to meet identified needs. And yet ICAN has demonstrated that authentic and accredited 
learning can successfully take place beyond the school walls when supported by case management and 
referrals to outside agencies. 

The new enrolment strategy—Flexible Learning Options (FLO)—allows for this funding in ICAN 
secondary schools for young people aged 12–19 years old who have either dropped out of school completely 
or who are at significant risk of doing so. Flexible Learning Options recognises that some students need 
support through case management both for living and for learning. 

Students are provided with specialised individual case management from youth and social workers to 
address their barriers, if necessary through referral to other agencies. Together with their case manager, FLO 
students explore life, job goals and pathways together with practical ways to get there. Working with their 
personal case manager, students create a personalised Flexible Learning Plan. 

Each student’s individual Flexible Learning Plan ensures they are delivered a high quality tailored 
learning program which is based on their needs and interests. Whilst students remain enrolled with their 
home school, they may still be accessing most of their learning in spaces beyond the school walls. The home 
school manages their program, with a minimum requirement being that the Flexible Learning Plan is used to 
provide learning which is aligned and can be accredited with outcomes from either the R–10 South 
Australian Curriculum, Standards and Accountability (SACSA) Framework or, for senior students, South 
Australian Certificate of Education (SACE).  

Simultaneously, FLO students are gaining valuable skills which are known to be in demand by employers 
or which will support them in further education and training, like: 

• using technology 
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• communications and working in groups  
• setting goals 
• solving problems and thinking creatively  
• finding out relevant information  
• using reading, writing and basic maths in ways that are real and relevant to them. 

Let’s go back and take another look at Kelly, who was arrested for bag snatching. Kelly, her family and 
her boyfriend, Jake, are not unknown to the South Australian Police (SAPOL). Kelly, who at 15 is under the 
age of compulsion, has already been breaking the law by not attending school.  

Kelly’s story—part 2 

Kelly will be diverted away from the courts system through a family conference as part of a restorative 
justice process. At the conference she will meet the victim of the bag snatch and find out for herself the 
impact of her actions on the old lady. It will be recognised that Kelly is homeless and unsupported, and 
strategies will be discussed which will get Kelly back on track, whilst satisfying the needs of all parties. 
Diversion through Youth Justice Teams encourages the young person to take responsibility for their actions, 
and supports them to select better options for the future. 

Because of the partnerships established between SAPOL and DECS, one option is to enrol Kelly in the 
FLO Strategy if she lives in an ICAN area. The Youth Justice Coordinator from the Courts Administration 
Authority, after negotiation with the SAPOL Youth Officer, will therefore contact the local FLO cluster 
group and arrange for Kelly to be enrolled in an ICAN school as a FLO student. Through a FLO enrolment, 
Kelly will undertake to work with her personal case manager to create a Flexible Learning Plan. The case 
manager will:  

• assess and prioritise her issues 
• make referrals and advocate for her with agencies to address issues, for example: Department of 

Health to address mental health issues; Department for Families and Communities for 
accommodation: Drug and Alcohol Services for drug and alcohol support 

• discuss and arrange learning she might be interested in, for example: one day a week at TAFE doing 
a Certificate in Hair and Beauty; dance and art classes through a community provider 

• arrange further learning, for example: life skills and literacy and numeracy classes through an 
agency, such as Services to Youth 

• ensure her learning is accredited through the school.  
The Flexible Learning Options enrolment strategy was trialled in 2007 with 824 enrolments, and rolled 

out across ICAN schools in 2008. Currently over 1300 young people are enrolled as students with a Flexible 
Learning Options enrolment and their engagement with learning and earning pathways continues to increase.  

We began this paper by talking about the costs, both economic and social, to the community if we do not 
retain young people in learning and earning pathways. Communities aspire to being safe, cohesive and 
cooperative. And yet we know that there is a strong link between dropping out of school and juvenile crime 
(NSW Government, 2008; Australian Institute of Criminology, 2003; Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
2005).  

ICAN, on the other hand has demonstrated that the incidence of juvenile crime can be lowered by re-
engaging young people in learning and community. For example, in Port Pirie, part of the Upper Spencer 
Gulf ICAN, Juvenile Justice has reported a 39% reduction in youth crime over the first two years of ICAN 
programs. So convincing are these figures that SAPOL are now placing community police officers on each 
of the local ICAN Management Committees. 
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What financial savings might ICAN be making by lowering the juvenile justice rate? According to the 
Auditor General's report to NSW Parliament in 2006:  

The daily cost per juvenile in custodial services in New South Wales in 2005-06 was $572. (NSW 
Government, 2006) 

If a young person were therefore to be incarcerated for 12 months, including supervision, education and 
rehabilitation appropriate for young people, this would come to over $200,000 per annum. In comparison a 
FLO enrolment is only $6,574 per year—and that is using funds which would in any case have been 
provided to young people for their schooling, even if they were not attending. A small amount of local ICAN 
shared community funding supports partnerships in the local area and contributes to case management 
service provision. Clearly this is wise investment for safe and harmonious communities of the future, as well 
as being substantially less than the cost of incarcerating young people. 

Young people have a right as well as an obligation to attend a place of learning. If we are serious about 
ensuring that our young people flourish and forge brighter futures; if we consider ourselves responsible for 
contributing to their future well being; and if we care about the future health of our communities and the 
future economic prosperity of Australia, we need to reflect on current practices in care and education settings 
to improve retention and engagement. If we find in our reflections that our current system is not meeting the 
needs of our young people, we clearly need to challenge embedded and underlying assumptions about 
education and look at learning through a new lens. This is what ICAN was given license to do.  

When the state government commissioned the Social Inclusion Board in 2003 to look into school 
retention, only two thirds of young people who started year 7 were completing year 12 in South Australia. 
There is still a way to go, but retention rates in 2007 were the highest they had been for 12 years 
(Government of South Australia, December 2007). Furthermore, ABS statistics demonstrate that South 
Australian retention rates are now approaching the national figures and they are on an upward trajectory 
(ABS). ICAN has played some part in this, together with major reforms of the state’s secondary schooling 
system and the high school certificate. Above all else, ICAN has provided invaluable findings to the state on 
what it takes to re-engage young people.  
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ICAN was recognised in 2007 with the South Australian of the Year Excellence in Education award for 
‘its successful programs, community involvement and overall contribution to education, retention and 
training’. 

Each ICAN young person is an individual, with a unique story, with a diverse raft of issues, requiring 
innovative and diverse solutions which wrap around the individual.  
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