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1. Youth Research and Scholarship at RMIT, and Our Response
to the Youth Strategy Discussion Paper (YSDP).
RMIT University is a global university of technology, design and enterprise. Our academic
expertise, strong links to research partners and consideration of technological and social
dimensions to the challenges and crises facing the planet, enables us to find solutions to critical
problems impacting communities and the environment.
At RMIT, research and scholarship in relation to youth issues is found across the three Colleges
(Design and Social Context, Business and Law, and Science, Engineering and Health), in different
schools, programs, and research centres and networks. This breadth and diversity are reflected in
the research track records that inform this response, and in the focus that this research brings to
young people’s difference, diversity, inclusion and participation in various places across Victoria.
RMIT’s response to the YSDP is led by the UNESCO UNEVOC Centre at RMIT. UNEVOC is
UNESCO's specialised network for skills and training for the world of work. UNEVOC@RMIT is a
leader in applied research and evidence-based intervention in relation to skills, education and
training, and employment pathways in times of digital, climate, and educational disruption. Our
research agenda is informed by the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically:
SDGs 4, 5 and 8.

UNEVOC@RMIT has developed a COVID-19 research agenda to respond to issues of young
people’s wellbeing, education, training and employment pathways amid the current crisis. 1 This
includes projects such as: COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for Young People in Melbourne’s Inner
North. 2 The pandemic, and the recovery possibilities and challenges that current generations of
young people will face during the next decade are of central concern to this response to the YSDP.
RMIT’s response to the YSDP is framed by the following four main themes. These emerge from
the COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for Young People in Melbourne’s Inner North project. 3 But they
also provide a means to integrate RMIT’s response from across the diversity of our research and
scholarship:
1. Young People’s Health and Well-being
2. Young People, Education and Training
3. Young People, the Economy and Livelihood
4. Young People and Community

https://unevocrmit.org
In partnership with Inner Northern Local Learning and Employment Network (LLEN) http://inllen.org.au/inyet/
3 Unless otherwise indicated, the quotes from young people in this response document come from the
interviews conducted for this project.
1
2
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2. List of RMIT Contributors to Feedback
(Refer to Section 7 for brief biographies on the main contributors to this response)
The UNESCO UNEVOC Centre @ School of Education, College of Design and Social
Context
Professor Peter Kelly
Dr Seth Brown
Associate Professor Scott Phillips
Mr James Goring
School of Education, College of Design and Social Context
Dr Michael Crowhurst
Mr Aleryk Fricker
Skills, Training, Industry Research Network (STIRN), College of Business and Law
Associate Professor Victor Gerkara
School of Economics, Finance and Marketing, College of Business and Law
Dr Meg Elkins
Bachelor of Youth Work and Youth Studies Program, School of Global Urban and Social
Studies, College of Design and Social Context
Dr Kathryn Daley
Digital Ethnography Research Centre (DERC), College of Design and Social Context
Professor Anna Hickey-Moody
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3. Young People’s Health and Well-being
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic is a public health crisis that has mostly impacted the physical health of
older people, and people with underlying health concerns. Which is not to say that the health
impacts of COVID are inconsequential for several young people.
The series of lockdowns that Melbourne has experienced since March 2020 produced a range of
social, economic and policy crises that have had a particular impact on young people - most
notably in terms of massive disruptions to schooling, education and training, enforced periods of
‘social distancing’ and isolation from family and friends, and severe impacts to the businesses and
labour markets that mostly employ young people. Around the world, across Australia and Victoria,
these disruptions and crises have posed significant health and well-being challenges for different
groups of young people.
Our research indicates that for many young people COVID-19 enters a world in which their
concerns about the climate crisis and the community, business and political inaction in relation to
this crisis, to ongoing concerns about racism, sexism and discrimination on the basis of sexuality or
disability all impact on their well-being, their sense of self, and their experience of the present and
the future. 4 COVID-19 has further exasperated these existing concerns.

1. Socio-ecological models of young people’s health and well-being
The Issue
COVID-19 is the example par excellence of the need to view young people’s health and well-being
in a socio-ecological perspective, and to translate this into policies and programs that support the
complex connections between health and wellbeing, and a healthy environment/future.

The Research Evidence
‘Being part of the LGBT community, having struggled with mental health issues, coming
from an extremely religious background and the sort of challenges that that can bring.
Being home-schooled for like the early parts of my education and then also going into high
school. So, sort of both those experiences…and then having like the challenges with my
family relationships. I think really give me a sort of like a diverse understanding of the sort
of experiences that people can go through in life and I feel like that could benefit me with
pursuing a career in counselling or psychology. I think a big issue for that me that these
two big things would be like the mental health and like studying while dealing with like the
mental health issues is a challenge.’ Ash, 24, Pascoe Vale
A socio-ecological approach to youth-focused policy points to:
the interaction between, and interdependence of, factors within and across all levels of a
health problem. It highlights people’s interactions with their physical and sociocultural
environments.
This approach works with the idea that there are complex relationships between multiple levels of
influence on health behaviours and outcomes, including:
4

https://unevocrmit.org/2020/10/02/covid-19-recovery-scenarios-for-young-people-health-and-well-being/
Page 5 of 38
Research Partnerships and Initiatives

RMIT Classification: Trusted
What Matters to Young People in Victoria? RMIT Response to Victorian Youth Strategy Discussion Paper
Trusted Unclassified

•
•
•
•
•

Intrapersonal/individual factors, which influence behaviour such as knowledge, attitudes,
beliefs, and personality.
Interpersonal factors, such as interactions with other people, which can provide social
support or create barriers to interpersonal growth that promotes healthy behaviour.
Institutional and organizational factors, including the rules, regulations, policies, and
informal structures that constrain or promote healthy behaviours.
Community factors, such as formal or informal social norms that exist among individuals,
groups, or organizations, can limit or enhance healthy behaviours.
Public policy factors, including local, state, and federal policies and laws that regulate or
support health actions and practices for disease prevention including early detection, control,
and management. 5

A socio-ecological model of health and well-being offers a powerful way to imagine the
relationships, connections, intersections, and entanglements that shape young people’s lives - up
close and personal where they live, but also at the global, national, state and regional levels (see
Figure 1.
Figure 1: A socio-ecological model of health and well-being (Source:
https://www.pngegg.com/en/png-pqsbl )

The work of School of Education researcher Dr Michael Crowhurst (with colleague Dr Mick Emslie,
Youth Work program at RMIT) reveals that gender and sexual diversity, and the challenges that
these often present for the ‘identity work’ that young people must do to ‘belong’ in institutional
contexts such as schooling, university and workplaces, can be understood in these socioecological terms. 6 By framing concerns about the many relationships and contexts that shape
young people’s health behaviours and outcomes in these ways, it is possible to open up policy
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/health-promotion/2/theories-and-models/ecological
Crowhurst, M. and Emslie, M. (2018) Working Creatively with Stories and Learning Experience: Engaging
with Queerly Identifying Tertiary Students. Palgrave, Switzerland.

5
6

Page 6 of 38
Research Partnerships and Initiatives

RMIT Classification: Trusted
What Matters to Young People in Victoria? RMIT Response to Victorian Youth Strategy Discussion Paper
Trusted Unclassified

responses that seek to enhance young people’s health behaviours and outcomes to embrace
diversity and difference – including through innovative arts based approaches. These approaches
have been explored in the work of Crowhurst and Emslie in support of difference and diversity in
spaces that tend towards the standardisation of identities. 7

Recommendations
Based on our research using a socio-ecological approach, we recommend that the Victorian
Government:
•
•

Incorporates a socio-ecological approach in all its policy development, review and reporting
processes, to actively engage young Victorians in building futures that are transformative and
shaped by shared visions for social and climate justice, inclusion, and difference and diversity.
Uses language in its policy narratives to promote young people’s health behaviours and
outcomes that aligns with the UN SDGs, and which emphasises the Government’s strong
commitment to building futures that are transformative and shaped by shared visions for social
and climate justice, inclusion, and difference and diversity.

2. The Climate Crisis, the Pandemic, Education Pathways, the Future
of Work, and Discrimination: Challenges for Young People’s
Mental Health and Well-being
The Issue
‘So looking into the future, I would say I am scared anxious and hopeful all at the same
time, I think… I think we kind of need to turn on our moral obligation... because we're not
doing that at the moment... I think about the economy and how we are going to have to
be, my generation, is going to have to be fixing that as well as paying off Uni fees or
whatever… I think about we're still not really going to be able to afford a house and yeah
just everyday expenses like that.’ Rosie, 18, Northcote
The climate crisis, the COVID-19 crisis, massive disruptions to schooling, education and training,
enforced periods of ‘social distancing’ and isolation from family and friends, the uncertain future of
work, have posed/continue to pose significant health and well-being challenges for different groups
of young people.

The Research Evidence
Seth Brown, Peter Kelly and James Goring conducted the COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for
Young People in Melbourne’s Inner North project, a partnership between the Inner North Local
Learning and Employment Network and the UNESCO UNEVOC Centre at RMIT University. In this
project we found that young people from Melbourne’s Inner North experience significant mental
health challenges (including prolonged uncertainty, significant anxiety, and depression) related to
the COVID-19 crisis, and the looming consequences of the lack of community, business and
government inaction to the climate crisis:
‘What do I think the world will look like? Honestly, I think it'll be pretty similar. I hope that
Australia has set clear goals to be a hundred percent renewable in the near future. I hope
that indigenous Australians have more recognition of land rights. I hope that…we have a
Crowhurst, M. & Emslie, M. (2020) Arts-Based Pathways into Thinking Troubling Standardization/s,
Enticing Multiplicities, Inhabiting Creative Imaginings. 1st Ed. Cham: Springer International

7
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clear aim to make thirty percent of our oceans Marine national parks. I hope that New
South Wales has set aside clear koala management. And that we are taking it seriously. I
hope that there is a Labour government in power. I hope that my family is happy. How do
I feel about it? I feel genuinely really scared. It frightens me.’ Ruth, 17, Fitzroy
‘Covid-19 made my life miserable. It made me more anxious, depressed, agitated. I'm the
type of person who doesn’t like being at home because of my family situation. I like being
at Uni or at my friend's house. So being restricted to go anywhere and see my friends
made me anxious to the point that I have mental breakdowns on a daily basis. I used to
sleepover a lot at my best friend's house. she would always hug me tight when I’m having
an anxiety attack. She would comfort me and reassure me. So, losing that made me
uncomfortable.’ Ann, 23, Moreland
…If I’m being honest, I probably hit a bit of a depressed point in the middle of second
lockdown. I just wasn't feeling good at all. Don't think I left my room for a little while. Yeah,
real…shit time in terms of my confidence and stuff like that. I'm naturally a pretty confident
guy and don’t really shy away from much.’ Connor, 16, Northcote

Recommendations
We recommend the Victorian Government develops strategies to fully reflect young Victorians’
concerns about:
•
•
•

The climate crisis and mass extinctions that threaten the possibility of young people and
coming generations enjoying sustainable and regenerative futures.
A clear Government commitment to making Victoria’s energy supply 100 per cent renewable by
2030, noting that the most recent Victorian Budget has made significant investments in six
Renewable Energy Zones throughout the state 8
The ongoing failures to recognise and preserve First Nations cultural and land rights across
Victoria noting that negotiations are under way in Victoria to finalise treaty negotiations
between the State and First Nations negotiating parties 9

3. Young People and Alcohol and Other Drug Services: A Socioecological Approach
The Issue
Substance abuse is an issue that affects a small percentage of young people in Victoria. However,
the impacts on their life are severe. Most significantly, substance abuse is a consequence – rather
than cause – of the suffering in young people’s lives.

The Research Evidence
An example of how the social-ecological model can be used to understand the issues facing
marginalised youth is the work undertaken by Dr Kathryn Daley. Her most significant work
culminated in the book, Youth and Substance Abuse. Kathryn undertook life-history interviews with
61 young people (mean age, 19) who were accessing youth alcohol and other drug (AOD) services
in Victoria. Kathryn sought to use a social-ecological framework to explain how young people come
to experience problematic drug use. The findings of this study explained how childhood trauma can
later manifest as substance abuse issues.
8
9

see https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/victorian-budget-delivers-big-time-renewables-jobs/
see https://www.aboriginalvictoria.vic.gov.au/treaty
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Dr Daley’s work identified that most young people in AOD services had experienced
homelessness. Rates of childhood sexual abuse and later self-injury were approximately 80% of
the young women. Among the young men, violent childhoods, contact with child protection
involvement, contact with the justice system, and ruptured and unloving family relations were
pervasive. Essentially, the young people in this study had experienced extreme childhood trauma
and were left with little care or support. Although young people can be very resilient, they need to
be supported through challenging times to develop this resilience. The young people in this study
not only were not supported, they were often abandoned or not believed. Young people talked
about using drugs as a way to ‘stop feeling’, or to block out emotions they were unable to manage.

Recommendations
Understanding the interplay of socio-ecological factors enabled this research to provide an
explanation of youth substance abuse as one that could have been prevented had there been
more care – from family, various ‘systems’, schools and community. While this ‘lack of care’ is
often tragic, this situation also points to how we can improve the lives of young people facing these
challenges:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Early intervention services work but we need more.
Improved access to services – many young people only came into contact with AOD services
via a Drug Diversion order through the courts.
Increased capacity in schools. Schools are often the last positive structure in a young person’s
life before an entrenched cycle of homelessness, unemployment and/or (potentially) crime.
Employing a gendered lens in the consideration of the needs of young people: adapting a ‘male
system’ for young women is not best practice.
Increased focus on productive and supportive family interventions.
Using youth workers as an early intervention mental health practitioner.
Increased resourcing in the Child Protection System.
Availability of safe and secure housing for all young people.
A less fragmented service system.
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4. Young People’s Education and Training
Introduction
On 19th June 2020, the Australian Federal Government Education Minister, Dan Tehan,
announced a proposed series of changes to the ways in which the Federal Government funds
Australia’s Universities. The Jobs Ready Graduates Package claims that:
The changes aim to deliver more job-ready graduates in the disciplines and regions where
they are needed most and help drive the nation’s economic recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic. 10
In this section of our response, we address concerns with this development, and its relation to
wider, already existing concerns about the sort of education, training, skills and capabilities that are
of value in education systems in countries like Australia.
The sort of education, training and skills that are of value in the context of the 4th industrial
revolution, the climate crisis and what a green economy offers in terms of jobs, and the rise of
precarious and ‘gig’ work for young people. Our research indicates that these challenges are
amplified in a COVID normal world of emerging economic recession and ongoing crises. 11

1. Young People’s Education Pathways and Skills: 21st Century or
otherwise
The Issue
The impact of COVID-19 on senior secondary schooling in 2020 is forcing jurisdictions to
make innovations and adjustments to the way the ATAR is calculated. Forced by
necessity, this may turn out to be a good outcome of the crisis. These short-term
approaches should be evaluated to see how they affect the overall outcomes of senior
secondary schooling and whether additional, more flexible modes of student assessment
might have long-term benefit. 12
School, TAFE and University closures and disruption during 2020, amplified problems of equity,
engagement and participation in education and training. The COVID recession has also tended to
narrowly focus attention on the skills that young people should develop in education and training.
This narrow focus is problematic because it removes ‘skills’ from a social context that is always
shaped by gender, ethnicity, ability, geography, and labour market structures and opportunities in
particular places – inner urban, outer urban, regional, rural and remote.

The Research Evidence
Seth Brown, Peter Kelly and James Goring conducted the COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for
Young People in Melbourne’s Inner North project. This research found that for many young people
these school closures and disruptions ‘sped up’ the reality of online learning, exposed the limits of
applied learning on-line, and drew attention to the ‘digital divide’. The COVID-19 crisis also added
to debates about the VCE and the ATAR, and the sort of skills and capabilities that are of value in
https://www.dese.gov.au/job-ready
https://unevocrmit.org/2020/10/02/covid-19-recovery-scenarios-for-young-people-education-and-training/
12 Shergold, P. (2020) Looking to the future: report of the review of senior secondary pathways into work,
further education and training, Department of Education, Skills and Employment. Canberra. (pp.43-44)
10
11
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Australian education systems. At the same time, the crisis has refocused attention on the social
dimensions of schooling and hopes for more inclusive forms of education and training.
‘COVID has exemplified inequalities in the VCE system. I think like public versus private
for example. Like private were able to close before we did and were able to test out their
equipment, test out how they were going to run online learning. But for me, and like
Northcote is considered a pretty high socio-economic public school, in the first two weeks
of lockdown, actually the first time we were dealing with system overloading internet
dropouts… But saying that, I'm very very lucky to be working at home, like I have an inhouse internet and I have a computer that I can work from and I know that so many
people don't so I'm very fortunate to be here and it could be worse, like it's okay.’ Rosie,
18, Northcote
‘I feel like opportunities are opening up for more neuro-diverse worlds, which is nice as we
kind of realise how ineffective schooling is. Once we actually have to focus on it as
something important going on in society and it's getting more attention...The discussion of
erasing the ATAR is pretty exciting. I think because I'm doing underscore VCE, I feel a
little bit jibbed.’ Chloe, 16, Brunswick
‘I was studying youth work at RMIT but due to COVID-19 the classes became online and
there wasn't enough resources for me to continue my studies. I became very disappointed
and upset. Education means a lot to me in life. It shows you the brighter side of life. I had
to go back to work and start working. And the discontinuing of my studies impacted me a
lot because I couldn't continue my studies and I'm not an online person. I love doing
physical classes. It's a natural as a human being. I love interacting with people. I love
attending classes.’ Awis, 22, Preston
Across many OECD economies and education systems, concepts such as 21st century skills (see
Figure 2. World Economic Forum 2016), and ‘transformative competencies’ (OECD), have been
mobilised as ways of framing the kinds of human-capital that nations and populations and
individuals need to ‘develop’ in order to thrive in futures imagined as uncertain and risky. 13
Figure 2: 21st century skills (World Economic Forum, 2016) 14

OECD (2019) Future of Education and Skills 2030 Concept Note, https://www.oecd.org/education/2030project/teaching-and-learning/learning/transformativecompetencies/Transformative_Competencies_for_2030_concept_note.pdf
14 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_New_Vision_for_Education.pdf
13
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This skills and capabilities agenda is problematic in that it mostly focuses on the ‘supply side’ of the
jobs market—on the ‘skills’ and the capabilities’ that an individual rings, or doesn’t bring, to an
engagement with work. This focus says little about work, about labour market opportunities in
different places about work practices, labour relations, power, privilege and marginalisation in the
world of work.
At the UNEVOC Centre we advocate for a broad and critical engagement with the concept of 21st
century skills – as these are aligned with key targets of SDG 4 - for a future that is transformative
and shaped by shared visions for social and climate justice, inclusion, and difference and diversity.

Recommendations
The government should develop strategies in a COVID ‘normal’ recovery that can deliver on the
following key targets of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 Ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for
all:
4.3. By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable and quality technical,
vocational and tertiary education, including university
4.4. By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills,
including technical and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship
4.5. By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of
education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous
peoples and children in vulnerable situations
4.7. By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote
sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable development
and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and nonviolence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to
sustainable development
This could be done by:
Engaging young people and their communities as key stakeholders in discussions that seek to
develop alternatives to the Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank (ATAR). 15
Engaging young people and their communities as key stakeholders in discussions that seek to
further reform the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) to develop more inclusive, diverse
and flexible secondary and post-secondary pathways. 16
Reconsidering what communities, businesses and governments mean by skills – and place this
discussion in diverse social contexts. 17
Developing labour market and industry policies that provide a range of opportunity pathways
for young people who bring diverse capabilities and aspirations to the choices that are
available to them – not every young person wants to ‘code’! 18

•
•
•
•

Shergold, P. (2020)
National Youth Commission Australia (2020) Youth Futures Guarantee: A New Deal for Young People
17 Foundation for Young Australians (2020) A New Work Standard
18 Youth Affairs Council for Victoria (2020) A COVID-19 Recovery Plan for Young people.
15
16
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2. Socio-ecological models of young people’s engagement in the
middle years of school: A case study from Whittlesea
The Issue
Young people in the middle years of schooling are vulnerable to becoming disengaged, and this
disengagement severely impacts their education, training and employment pathways.

The Research Evidence
The UNEVOC Centre at RMITconducted a pilot project that addressed the ways that young people
engage and disengage with the middle years of schooling in the Whittlesea region in Melbourne.
The Whittlesea region has a fast-growing youth population—many from migrant/refugee
backgrounds— and high levels of youth unemployment. Young people in the City of Whittlesea are
living in a situation of relative disadvantage compared with the experience of young people across
Greater Melbourne, especially as regards their differing experiences of education and employment
pathways:
There are more young people (aged 15 to 24 years) in the City of Whittlesea disengaged from
both education and employment compared with Greater Melbourne (9.8% and 7.5%,
respectively); 19
Data from the latest Middle Years Development Instrument survey in Whittlesea in 2016
revealed that students in their middle years, experience a declining sense of belonging at
schools;
68% of Grade 4 students felt connected and valued at their school reporting a high level of
school belonging, but only 41% of Year 7 students felt connected in the same way;
80% of Grade 4 students reported a high level of self-esteem, but only 65% of Year 7 students;
66% of Grade 4 students reported a high level of optimism and having positive expectations for
their future, but only 48% of Year 7 students.
The proportion of children who eat breakfast regularly (five or more times per week) also
declined as the child ages (81% of Grade 4 students and 61% of Year 7 students). 20

•
•
•
•
•
•

In collaboration with a range of stakeholders from the Whittlesea Youth Commitment Committee,
the research investigated and co-designed innovative responses to these challenges. In doing so,
it shifted attention from an individual young person’s well-being, resilience and enterprise, to the
‘socio-ecologies’ that can promote young people’s engagement and inclusion, and social justice
and democracy in places such as Whittlesea. The project examined the ways in which the
following impacted young people’s engagement in the middle years:
mental health (including depression, anxiety and stigma);
drug and alcohol use;
the complexities of family life (including shift work and substance-affected parenting);
bullying - including ‘cyber-bullying’ and the spill over of this into inter-family relationships;
infrastructure and a patchy service sector in the outer suburbs.

•
•
•
•
•

Three emergent themes from this research - Belonging, Identity, and Time - informed the
development of ‘disruptive’ ideas about interventions to change the usual practices and processes
related to the engagement of young people during their middle years’ transitions.
City of Whittlesea (2018) Place Profiles Demographic Profiles of Precinct Area in the City of Whittlesea.
Brown, S., P. Kelly and S. K. Phillips (2020), Belonging, Identity, Time and Young People’s Engagement in
the Middle Years of School, Palgrave Macmillan, UK
19
20
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Recommendations
Our evidence suggests the following recommendations, that should be considered in place-based
responses to the government’s youth strategy:
The middle years need to be understood not simply as a discrete developmental stage but
within a relational and, to some degree, life course perspective, so that supports and
investments are put in place earlier than ‘the middle years’ and well beyond them. 21
The importance of creating place-based, integrated, intersectoral and intergenerational support
systems for and with young people and their families in the middle years.
The challenge beyond place-based co-design involves collaborative implementation of
practices, policies and processes in ways that allow co-evaluation of the extent to which
collaborative investments and initiatives can, and do, impact upon the socio-ecology of young
people and their families.

•
•
•

The success of these and similar interventions will be measured by the extent to which ‘middle
years’ young people feel safe, feel a sense of belonging, in the various social spaces where, in and
through time, they live, form their identities, move, learn and work, as they ‘become somebody’. 22

3. Arts based social enterprises and marginalised young people’s
transitions
The Issue
Young people have been disproportionately affected by unemployment and precarious
employment since the Global Financial Crisis and, more recently, by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Young people growing up in varied circumstances of disadvantage are more vulnerable than
others to disengagement from work and study and make up the majority of Australians who are
unemployed for long periods of time. The social enterprise (SE) model provides education, training
and employment pathways for young people experiencing marginalization.

The Research Evidence
Peter Kelly and colleagues at RMIT and Charles Sturt universities are conducting a four year
Australia Research Council (ARC) Discovery Project titled Arts based social enterprises and
marginalised young people’s transitions. 23 Social enterprises are often smaller-scale, place-based
businesses that focus their community- responsive, tailored programs on small numbers of people,
but have the potential to generate significant impacts.
Art-based social enterprises (ASEs) are known to be highly effective at engaging young people
because of their emphasis on learning through expressive and material practice rather than formal
knowledge acquisition. They have a proven capacity to develop programs which involve vulnerable
young people in activities and practices that provide education, training and employment pathways,
and contribute to their health and well-being. This supports the implementation of the UN’s
Sustainable Development Goals, in particular quality education (SDG 4), decent work and
economic growth (SDG 8) and reduced inequality (SDG 10).

Brown, Kelly, Phillips 2020, p. 127
Brown, Kelly, Phillips 2020, p. 131
23 Peter Kelly, Grace McQuilten, Kimberley Humphrey, Amy Spiers (RMIT University), Deb Warr (Charles
Sturt University) https://artsocialenterprise.wordpress.com
21
22
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Recommendations
A recently released policy brief from the project – which can be accessed here - outlines key
findings and recommendations from the project, including:
Recognise Engagement and Well-Being Outcomes in Transitions

•

o

Industry and government can improve outcomes in youth unemployment and
marginalisation by viewing “transitions” more holistically, encompassing programs that
re-engage youth and improve well-being as a key step in transitioning into further work
and study.

Provide Sustainable Operational Funding and Business Development Support for ASEs

•

o

Compared to counterparts in the UK and Europe, the arts and social enterprise sectors
in Australia are relatively under-supported by government policy and funding. Given the
complexity of operating ASEs, longer-term, operational funding, business support and
capacity development grants are required for organisations to be effective in achieving
social impact for young people.

Promote a Strengths-Based, Entrepreneurial Approach to Youth Transition
o ASEs are empowering young people through a focus on their creative professional skills
rather than educational or skill deficits. ASEs are purposefully broadening young
people’s skills-base to include entrepreneurial and other 21st Century skills and
competencies – such as initiative, perseverance, adaptability, cooperation and creative
thinking – which will help them attain employment and succeed in workplaces of the
future24

•

4. Decolonising Education: A Papunya case study
The Issue
The education system in Australia is a colonial construct and was directly transplanted from
Industrial Revolution Britain. As such, this is a system that still contributes to an ongoing legacy of
colonisation of First Nations children and youth.

The Research Evidence
Al Fricker, in his PhD research, explored the ongoing impacts the education system has on First
Nations children in a remote context (Papunya). 25 His research reveals that the education system
continues to negatively affect First Nations children and youth, due to continuing efforts directed
towards ‘assimilation’. Student responses to this phenomenon are clear in the yearly NAPLAN data
which show consistently lower levels of school completion and general attendance for First Nations
students. Mr Fricker also found that government policies focused on attendance and employment
outcomes did not address the causes for these deficiencies, and so have a limited impact on
‘closing the gap’ in First Nations education.
The issues with the education system are not a ‘youth’ problem, but are an education issue;
The education system continues the assimilationist project on First Nations students;

•
•

https://apo.org.au/node/309717
Fricker, A. Disconnected: Sport, Education, and Culture in Remote Central Australia, unpublished PhD
Thesis, Charles Darwin University
24
25
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The education system acts to disrupt engagement with language, culture, community, and
family, and entrenches transgenerational trauma and inequalities.

•

Recommendations
The evidence and learnings from this case study have resonance beyond its remote setting, and
produces recommendations that include:
Shifting the focus beyond First Nations young people and seeking education reform in terms of
curriculum, pedagogy, and professional development for teachers;
Supporting the YACVIC recommendation to address existing and increasing racism — both
individual and structural — by building on the Victorian Government’s Anti-Racism Action Plan
and committing to working with young people to lead social cohesion; 26
The youth strategy should be inclusive and diverse in its vision and application, and focused on
reforming the systems that children and youth access to better support them;
The youth strategy be framed within a decolonising paradigm to support all children and youth
regardless of their cultural context. 27

•
•
•
•

YACVIC (2020, p. 20)
Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012) Decolonization is not a metaphor, Decolonization: Indigeneity,
Education & Society Vol. 1, No. 1, pp.1-40

26

27
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5. Young People, the Economy and Livelihood
Introduction
Nouriel Roubini, Professor of economics at New York University’s Stern School of Business has
worked for the International Monetary Fund, the US Federal Reserve, and the World Bank.
Drawing on this extensive experience and knowledge of the recent history of the global economy,
and his sense of the more immediate and longer terms possibilities of the pandemic, he identifies
what he calls ‘10 ominous and risky trends’ that foreshadow an L-shaped ‘Greater Depression’ for
the decade of the 2020s. 28
After the 2007-09 financial crisis, the imbalances and risks pervading the global economy
were exacerbated by policy mistakes. So, rather than address the structural problems that
the financial collapse and ensuing recession revealed, governments mostly kicked the can
down the road, creating major downside risks that made another crisis inevitable. And
now that it has arrived, the risks are growing even more acute. Unfortunately, even if the
Greater Recession leads to a lacklustre U-shaped recovery this year, an L-shaped
“Greater Depression” will follow later in this decade…
In this section of RMIT’s response, we engage with the various challenges and opportunities that
labour markets, digital disruption, precarious work, youth marginalisation and unemployment pose
for the ways in which diverse groups of young people imagine and construct a livelihood over the
next decade.
We note the recent YACVIC report states that:
There are now 79,600 young people who are unemployed and an even greater number
who are no longer in the labour market. This is happening while there is only one job
available for every 13 people on JobSeeker or Youth Allowance. The current economic
crisis is disproportionately hurting young people. 29
In our research young people discussed their concerns about such things as: work, unemployment,
the economy, student debt, ‘gig-work’, their aspirations for housing and independence, and their
hopes for decent and secure work, and inclusiveness and equality in education and work. 30

1. Ecological understandings of the relationships between well-being
and education and employment pathways
The Issue
At the UNESCO UNEVOC Centre at RMIT University we have done a lot of work on the ways to
think about the relationships between young people's health and wellbeing and their education,
training and employment pathways (see Figure 3). Our response here is framed by the idea of
socio-ecological understandings of young people’s lives.

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/coronavirus-greater-great-depression-by-nouriel-roubini2020-03?barrier=accesspaylog
29 YACVIC (2020, p.8)
30 https://unevocrmit.org/2020/10/02/covid-19-recovery-scenarios-for-young-people-the-economy-andlivelihood/
28
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Figure 3: Ecological understandings of the relationships between well-being and education and
employment pathways

The Research Evidence
I think the biggest challenge has been like the mental health side of things. I have
struggled with depression and anxiety for 12 years now. And this last year has been
particularly difficult being very isolated stuck inside my home 24/7 for the last eight
months…Which, I mean it has its downside but it’s like a little easier to deal with your
social anxiety, but on the other side the depression of being isolated and so disconnected
from people was difficult to deal with.
But I guess I sort of lost contact with Doctors, and like my support group as well, because
of the coronavirus, because of my anxiety, I was, I didn't feel like following up with, trying
to, do phone appointment set up with my doctors. And so, I think it's going to be a
challenge for me to adjust to going back and sort of customising myself to the way of living
being inside and not having to deal with people and then having to go back and sort of reacclimatise to being, like social interactions and things could be a bit of a challenge with
mental health issues. Ash, 24, Pascoe Vale
At the base of the pyramid are all the elements that contribute to a young person’s physical and
mental and emotional health and well-being. These elements shape the different ways in which
young people are able to imagine and ‘do’ their engagement with/in education, training and work. If
young people are engaged, then the possibility exists for them to develop skills, capabilities,
attitudes and dispositions that contribute to their employability. With these skills and capabilities,
young people have the opportunity to journey on further education, training and employment
pathways.

Recommendations
Based on our research evidence, we recommend that the Government’s youth strategies
recognise that:
•
•

education, training and employment pathways will look different for different young people, at
different times (boom, recession), in different places (inner city, outer urban, regional and
rural), and in relation to different labour market opportunities.
Governments, communities, businesses, schools and NGOs need new models of education,
training and employment pathways that acknowledge and account for these relationships.
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These should be developed in ways that support a number of YACVIC’s recommendations
including to:
o provide funding for youth-led recovery initiatives and showcase them to demonstrate
the positive role of young people in disaster recovery.
o invest in more generalist youth workers and specialist youth workers so that every
young person in Victoria has access to participation and support in their local area.
o include investment in proactive outreach youth services in rural and regional areas.
o increase the capacity of the School Focused Youth Services program.
o expand the Embedded Youth Outreach Program to all areas in Victoria
o increase the capacity of the Navigator program to meet greater demand.
o reform and expand the Freeza program to include social connection activities to
address isolation impacts.
o commit to ongoing funding for Engage! to ensure rural and regional young people have
access to generalist youth work support.
o invest in community-based organisations that work with and support young people,
especially those that are operated and staffed by people with lived experience and peer
workers. 31

•

2. New Worlds of Work and Decent Work for All: Young People’s
Anxieties and Aspirations
The Issue
The rise of the ‘gig economy’, the challenges and disruptions of the Fourth Industrial revolution, the
disappearance of full-time secure work for many young people in the decades prior to the
pandemic, and the challenges of a sustainable, just and decent COVID recovery profoundly impact
different populations of young people in Victoria in different ways. 32

The Research Evidence
A recent report from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) –
Dream Jobs? Teenagers Career Aspirations and the Future of Work – draws on the results of an
‘Educational Career Questionnaire’ that was completed by students from 32 countries, alongside
the 2018 PISA test. 33 Students were asked questions about ‘the occupation in which they expect to
be working at the age of 30 and their plans for further education after leaving secondary schooling’.
By comparing results over PISA cycles since 2000, the report traces changes in young people’s
attitudes and aspirations for education and work. 34
The report argues that young people’s ‘misaligned’ aspirations for pathways and careers of the
future, are central to the problem of a ‘mismatch between what societies and economies demand
and education systems supply’. 35
The report raises questions about the sorts of jobs that ‘high-achieving’ young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds aspire to – particularly when compared to young people from more
privileged backgrounds who achieve at the same levels. In Australia, ‘disadvantaged young people’
31YACVIC

(2020, pp.29-32)
https://unevocrmit.org/2020/05/05/covid-19-and-young-peoples-sustainable-futures-worst-case-scenarios/
33https://e.issuu.com/embed.html?d=dream_jobs_teenagers__career_aspirations_and_the_f&u=oecd.publis
hing
34 OECD 2020, p.6
35 OECD 2020, p.3

32
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are more likely to aspire to pursue job and career choices that are of a higher risk of automation
than young people of high socio-economic status (Australia is close to the OECD average overall).
In Australia, around 27% of high-performing, disadvantaged students surveyed did not expect to
complete tertiary education.
In our research in the inner north of Melbourne many young people voiced their anxieties and
uncertainties about, and their aspirations for, a future where they had choices and opportunities to
find and keep decent work. 36
‘An issue that I hope that it will be resolved is unemployment. Because I'm personally
worried that I'll be stuck in the world of unemployment for an extended period of time since
I'll be graduating next year. So, if I graduate next year I'm not too optimistic of getting a job
real quickly. And four years from next year I hope that the rate of unemployment will not
be too high.’ Chey-Min, 20, Parkville
‘I’m hoping to complete my diploma of Nursing and get into a bachelor of Nursing, and
obtain a job…I want to move in with my partner and start a family which would be fun. I
think I’ll enjoy that. And I hope to be cancer-free which is something that I've been trying
to do for a while. But yeah. That's what I want to do with my life’. Michael, 23, Preston
‘I think the changes that need to be made for the future is just being allowed to give the
younger generation more opportunities. Like obviously it's going to be harder… there's
going to be a lot of people fighting for those opportunities, but I think they need to be more
open with what the younger generations can do. I think, you know, the future obviously is
scary for everyone, but I think everyone just needs to know that we're all in this together.’
Alannah, 17, Northcote
‘Right now I'm applying for a job… but because of the second lock down, that's actually
taking me longer to find a job right now, or for them to employ me. Seven months for a
reply. That's how long it took me. I'd actually like a job right now because at the moment
my parents are probably experiencing financial stress… in terms of paying bills… now the
bills are huge because we're spending more time at home. And I think it's probably a good
time now if I get into employment.’ Aidyn, Fitzroy
‘One issue that I would like governments or businesses or communities to resolve is a
back-up plan for artists and musicians. Most of their income relies on things being open
and being able to go places with large crowds and there's not much they can do if
everything is closed, but they have a really important role even though it's not seen as
very important.’ Carmen, 15, Preston

Recommendations
The government should develop youth education, training and employment pathway strategies - in
a COVID ‘normal’ recovery - that can deliver on the following key targets of the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.
8.5. By 2030, achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all women and men,
including for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value
8.6. By 2020, substantially reduce the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training
36

http://inllen.org.au/inyet/
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8.8. Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all workers,
including migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those in precarious employment
The Foundation for Young Australians (FYA), the National Youth Commission Australia (NYCA)
and Youth Affairs Council for Victoria (YACViC) all call on policy makers to develop strategies that
promise better work futures for young people. 37 We would endorse many of these, including those
from FYA, in its recent The Good Work Standard:
•
•
•

•

Access and inclusion to work: As the ability to secure work through an equitable approach to
hiring/contracting and the protection against discriminatory practices.
Protection and wellbeing: As the access to income security in case of unforeseen events and
the provision of support for personal or community events.
Quality and control: As the ability to earn a living wage through fair wages, fair agreements,
contracting and processes for work. Also, as access to opportunities for connection through
work, representation and advocacy.
Growth and development: As access to work progression including ways to build skills and
networks and the increase portability of skills across work. 38

3. Young Workers, Older Workers and ‘Crowded Workplaces’
The Issue

In an economy increasingly characterised by digital disruption, ‘gig’ work, and complex and
precarious employment pathways and transitions for young people, an important concern is the
ageing workforce phenomenon in Australia. These challenges are of significance in the ways that
they influence skills shortages and workforce supply challenges and, ultimately, what this means
for younger workers.

The Research Evidence
Victor Gekara, Associate Professor in the College of Business and Law at RMIT University, is the
Founding Leader of the Skills, Training and Industry Research Network (STIRN). He has spent
many years researching questions related to skills formation and workforce development in the
context of changing socio-economic circumstances, including technology changes and the future of
work.
In a recent study examining this question in the context of the Transport and Logistics workforce,
Gerkara concludes that contrary to expectations, the ageing of the workforce has not necessarily
created employment opportunities for younger workers 39. Rather, there is a ‘crowding out’ effect
where, older workers stay longer at work due to changing retirement age regulations and
underlying employer attitudes preferencing older workers. The consequence is that most of the
best paying, secure and stable jobs are dominated by older workers 40.
His research indicates that across all subsectors of the transport and logistics sector, the average
Length of Service (LOS) is about 25 years. Because of the high retention rates, there is little room
created for younger workers to come into the sector. Some industries, like ports, are characterised
37 Foundation for Young Australians (2020) A New Work Standard; National Youth Commission Australia
(2020) Youth Futures Guarantee: A New Deal for Young People; Youth Affairs Council for Victoria (2020) A
COVID-19 Recovery Plan for Young people.
38 https://www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/FYA-New-Work-Standard.pdf
39 Gekara V. O. Snell, D. and Chhetri, P. (2015), Are older workers ‘crowding out’ the young? A Study of the
Australian Transport and Logistics Labour Market, Labour and Industry 25(4): 321-336
40 Gekara, V. O. Chhetri, P. Snell, D. and Yeoh, Y. (2019), The workforce ageing challenge and employer
response: a study of the Australian transport and logistics industry, Labour and Industry 29(4): 313-336
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by an inverted cone recruitment model, in which large numbers of young casual workers are
recruited at the bottom with the hope of gradually making it up the cone to the top. However, many
younger workers become ‘trapped’ at the bottom for indefinitely long periods and mostly choose to
quit. In this context, high retention at the top is countered by high attrition at the bottom.
We extrapolate these findings – in part through the recent work of the Productivity Commission on
young people’s lost income in the decade following the Global Financial Crisis - to suggest that
younger workers are left mostly competing for highly casualised and precarious jobs in the service,
retail and gig economies. 41 By extension, this means that the earning capacity of many young
workers is much less, their saving trends are weak, and they are likely to face lower income level
throughout their working lives. This will result in less secure income and capital base in later life.

Recommendations
Clearly, gig work is an integral part of the emerging platform economy and it is likely to be
dominated by younger workers. In order to support and enable the young people that will
predominantly occupy these jobs, there is need to strengthen regulation around the nature of
employment and wages to mitigate insecurity and boost earning. Clear regulatory oversight is also
required to reduce precarity. For those young people considered to be ‘contractors’ in these labour
markets entrepreneurial capacities and ambitions need to be supported through, for example,
government grants. Overall, the earning capacity and financial independence of the youth need to
be boosted through regulatory measures.
Based on these research findings, we recommend:
the Victorian Government collaborates with peak bodies such as the Victorian Trades Hall
Council, the Australian Council of Trade Unions, the Business Council of Australia, National
Youth Commission Australia to develop strategies to promote more just, decent and
sustainable employment and career progression pathways for younger workers.
that consideration be given to establishing an Inclusive Workforce Development Mentoring
Scheme that enables younger workers to work alongside older workers in enterprises with
established senior employees. Such a scheme would share the social and economic
responsibility for fair and decent work outcomes across governments, unions and businesses
as partners for economic justice - without prejudicing the interests of older workers or younger
workers.
That under such a scheme, senior workers would work with younger workers to identity skills
areas in need of further development, so that younger workers are able to make claims about
proven skills and experience when applying for roles at a senior level. The scheme would entail
the enterprise investing in suitable courses and enterprise-based training so younger workers
are on a clear trajectory of development, promotion and career progression.

•

•

•

Productivity Commission 2020, Why did young people’s incomes decline?, Commission Research Paper,
Canberra.
41
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4. Working as a young artist in the gig economy – issues for
emerging artists
The Issue
Artistic work is often undertaken on a short-term contractual basis linked to a specific project or as
self- employment within the realms of the ‘gig economy’. Reflective of this, in Australia it is
estimated that two-thirds of artists and cultural workers are employed as casuals or sole traders. 42
Young people pursuing a career in the arts, who can be classified as emerging artists - bear the
brunt of these impacts.
With the need to keep costs low in order for many arts projects to be realised, and at a time when
public funding for the arts is increasingly constrained and has been declining in real terms across
many parts of the world, the arts and cultural sector typically runs as a lean operation.
As the recent experience of the COVID-19 pandemic has shown, arts organisations themselves, as
well as those they employ and commission, have been among the most adversely impacted
sectors of the economy.

The Research Evidence
In 2017 Meg Elkins and her colleagues explored the livelihoods of 70 artists who received some
form of funding or support from the City of Melbourne. 43 Family and close kin relationships may
enhance creative practitioners’ chances of career success in the arts, as does time spent pursuing
creative practice.
Figure 4 shows that emerging artists tend to spend the most time working in a non-creative
capacity deriving income in order to support themselves.

42 Tezon E (2020) Australia’s arts and entertainment industry thrown into turmoil by coronavirus crowd
restrictions. ABC News. Available (consulted on 28 May 2020) at: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-0315/arts-entertainment-industry-thrown-into-turmoilby-coronavirus/12057082
43 Elkins, M.,Coate, B.,De Silva, A.,Boymal, J.,Ozmen, M. (2017). The Economic Impact of the City of
Melbourne's Investment in the Arts: Analysis of Artists, Audiences and the General Public Survey
Responses, City of Melbourne Melbourne, Australia.
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Figure 4: Emerging artists time and income activities in Melbourne
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Emerging artists are also more likely to spend time that is not financially compensated engaged in
creative practice. Emerging artists are the least likely to get financial support from their family. In
other research this has been identifies as a key factor in the high attrition rates within the arts and
creative industries. Relative to Australian workers generally, and other tertiary qualified
professional in particular, creative practitioners’ earnings are low. The low remuneration associated
with creative labour is consistent with the perception of artistic work not being recognised as ‘real
work’.
This sentiment was expressed by many survey participants, Including the following:
I think one of the most significant things was that for the first time I was getting paid a fair
wage as an artist. Thank you for paying artists a fair wage. So many times I have worked
as an artist at below minimum wage and been promised a wage and then after work is
finished not been paid. (Emerging artist respondent).

Recommendations
Beyond securing adequate financial means, the ability of young, emerging creative practitioners to
overcome initial barriers early in their career via gaining a lucky break, such as receiving a grant,
are particularly important to career advancement. Governments should examine the ways in which:
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•
•

Support structures that provide opportunities for artists to network and understand the
ability to secure grants are important in setting up an artist’s career trajectory to stay in the
arts.
Creative labour provides a useful case to explore the transformations within working life
heralded by informality, and how this translates to impacts on career opportunities over the
longer term.
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6. Young People and Community
Introduction
Ernst Young’s (EY) MegaTrend series tries to identify, through what it calls Future Back Thinking, a
variety of future scenarios that capture various primary forces and megatrends shaping these
futures. One of the megatrends that EY identifies in its most recent edition relates to the rise of
different forms of nationalism and populism in many countries in recent years. 44
As we have seen in the first 6 months of the pandemic, the massive fault lines of inequality,
injustice, racism, and the global and national social, political and economic tensions that
characterised the world in which COVID-19 emerged, have been amplified. For EY, many of these
forces of populism and nationalism - fuelled by decades of a growth in inequalities, marginalisation,
exclusion and disadvantage - will shape global, national and local social, economic and political
forces and outcomes over the next 10 years.
Young people around the world, in Australia, and in Victoria have been active across the spectrum
of these trends - both in support of nationalism and populism, and in protesting against these
trends. In our research young people have spoken about the challenges and possible futures in
relation to racism and discrimination; climate change; politics and government; and the impacts
that young people can have on these challenges. 45

1. Young People, Diversity and Belonging in Inclusive Communities
The Issue
In the COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for Young People in Melbourne’s Inner North project many
young people identified the social, cultural, economic and political divisions that characterise their
communities and their sense of the world in 2020, as well as the possible trajectories of these
concerns over the next decade. 46 They expressed apprehension about how communities,
businesses and governments respond to the climate crisis, COVID recovery, racism, sexual and
gender diversity and social, economic and climate justice. 47

The Research Evidence
‘In like a hopeful optimistic sense, you know, it would be great, if we were able to continue
making improvements, increasing like the rights and the assistance towards people who
are minoritised. Protecting the rights of minoritised groups, helping Asylum Seekers and
immigrants, fighting climate change is a huge one that like is so important, we need to do
because in five years time, it'll be too late if we don't do something. So, I feel like the
choices that we make as a government and society, now, hugely effect, what sort of world
we will be living in 5 years time…
...I hope that things like LGBT rights, obviously as someone who is part of the community,
that's a huge thing that thing of importance to me, to become more protected, and more
seen’ Ash, 24, Pascoe Vale
https://unevocrmit.org/2020/08/06/covid-19-recovery-scenarios-for-young-people-part-one-future-backthinking/
45 https://unevocrmit.org/2020/10/02/covid-19-recovery-scenarios-for-young-people-community/
46 http://inllen.org.au/inyet/
47 See, also, our earlier reference to Crowhurst and Emslie 2018, 2020
44
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‘And another thing that I would say is one of my priorities and will again be impacted by
coronavirus is recognition for indigenous people as our first Nations people and closing
the Gap in the disparities that exist there. I mean, we don't even have a treaty. That in
itself. I mean, it goes without saying that… And that clearly isn't a priority of our
government… there's absolutely no constitutional recognition for them. So I think that the
government needs to start prioritising and understanding these ongoing issues to be just
as important…
…but I'm 17 years old and I know that I hold similar beliefs to all my friends and in five
years in the future, we're all going to be able to vote and the voices that we have are
going to be a lot louder in a political sense.’ Ruby, 17, City of Yarra
‘Politics. I hope that in five years… We have a different leading government system…
There is more youth represented in politics. I think it's super important because it's our
future that we're going to be living and leading. So I think it's really important that there's
youth representation in politics. I hope that in five years time, that is the way that politics is
headed. And I'd also like to see more females represented in politics. I think that if you
look at the moment at New Zealand and what Jacinda Ardern is doing, I'd like to see
something similar to that reflected in Australian politics.’ Lucy, 18, Fairfield

Recommendations
Based on the evidence from our research with young people in Melbourne’s inner North we
recommend that the Government:
Develop innovative mechanisms for ensuring greater, and more diverse representation of
young people’s voices in policy making, evaluation and accountability processes.
Reports regularly on its efforts to achieve meaningful ‘Close the Gap’ targets regarding
injustice, disadvantage and exclusion of First Nations young people;
Support asylum seekers and immigrants in Victoria, including by ensuring (as YACVIC has
called for) accessible, flexible, responsive and culturally relevant information and supports for
young people from marginalised backgrounds.48
Address the concerns that LGBTQI+ young people have about recognition and justice in the
Victorian community.

•
•
•
•

2. First Nations Young People, Families and Communities
The Issue
Families are a crucial factor in the outcomes and experiences of young people across the world
and this is no different in Victoria. The status and conditions of families has a direct impact on the
future outcomes for children. Further, families are a key foundation for positive community
engagement and often form the first communities for children and youth. Too often, family,
community and youth services do not engage with First Nations young people and families in ways
that draw upon the efficacy of First Nations knowledge of and capacity to nurture children and
youth and support positive outcomes.

48

YACVIC (2020, p.13)
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The Research Evidence
In his PhD research Al Fricker examined the importance of families for First Nations children and
youth in education, sports and cultural settings. 49 In one incident in the school where Mr Fricker
conducted his research, a student who had several significant learning and social challenges
experienced an emotional breakdown, began acting aggressively assaulting some staff and
damaging the classroom, and climbed onto the school roof (over 20 metres above the ground).
The school tried unsuccessfully to contact his aunt (who was his carer), and in response called the
police. The arrival of the police only worsened the situation, with the student becoming even more
aggressive and threatening to self-harm. After 20 minutes or so of unhelpful interaction with the
police, the student’s aunt arrived and used soft, loving, trustful language with the student to coax
him down from the roof. The situation concluded with the student breaking down and crying
inconsolably in his aunt’s arms.
This episode spoke to several complex issues affecting First Nations young people:
Children and youth need a strong community to support them;
A strong community supports their holistic wellbeing and success;
Engagement with the judicial system needs to be minimised unless necessary, as this
contributes to the ongoing genocide of First Nations children and youth.

•
•
•

The Victorian Government’s discussion paper recognises the importance of self-determination in
engagement with First Nations youth and acknowledges this in discussing the involvement of
young people and their families in relation to education, employment, child removal, and contact
with the judicial system. However, Frickers’ research emphasises that any policy in this space
needs to be holistic in its vision and application to support communities and especially families to
be able to support children and youth. This includes the decolonisation of family, community,
justice, and youth services and requires a much greater engagement with the cultural contexts of
the communities and families in Victoria.

Recommendations
This research evidence suggests that family and community are key factors in the health and wellbeing, education, training and employment experiences and outcomes of First Nations young
people. We recommend that a practical way forward is to reframe how First Nations youth
issues are conceptualised. For example:
It is not a youth issue if a First Nations young person attends a school that is not culturally safe:
It is an education issue;
It is not a youth issue if a First Nations young person is profiled by a police officer, arrested,
and incarcerated: It is a policing and justice issue.

•
•

In this context, we recommend that the importance of family and community be central to all
youth policies and strategies. This will support the centrality and importance of language,
culture, community, and Country which are crucial for the ongoing health and wellbeing of First
Nations young people.

Fricker, A. Disconnected: Sport, Education, and Culture in Remote Central Australia, unpublished PhD
Thesis, Charles Darwin University
49
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3. Interfaith Childhoods: Newly arrived children struggle to learn
because of PTSD
The Issue
Migrant children, in particular those from areas affected by war or conflict, are amongst the most
vulnerable in our community. Not only have their families been displaced, they have often lost their
material possessions and been subject to violence, or as is often the case, lost friends and family
members. In order to create meaningful change for these children, it is important to address their
experience of trauma and provide opportunities for them and their families to rebuild fulfilling and
enjoyable lives. While arts-based research methods are not conceived as therapy and do not
substitute therapeutic intervention, significant literature on art and trauma supports the use of artsbased research methods for accessing and reworking negative emotions and experiences. The
literature suggests healing does not exclusively take place through therapeutic treatment, but can
also be supported through familiar and every-day interactions with friends, family members, and
others. Arts practices also provide ways of processing difficult experiences, and communicating
these to others: creating shared understandings and empathy.

The Research Evidence
During research workshops run by Professor Anna Hickey-Moody for the ARC funded project
FT160100293 Early start arts to counter radicalization/Interfaith Childhoods children are asked to
create artwork aligned with a variety of themes. One of these themes is the idea of ‘home’, and
places where children feel they belong. In response to this theme, one of the children from our
North Melbourne site drew an image of a gun. Children more commonly draw families, houses,
dogs, cats, food, and places they feel they belong, which are sometimes oceans, football fields,
schools, mosques, churches or playgrounds. They can be far away or even imaginary things, but
rarely does art about belonging appear in the form of weaponry. However, it is not unusual for
children from war-torn countries or those with refugee pasts to depict violence in their images.
Some, as documented elsewhere, draw fallen cities or rap about their family running away from
war. 50
For Reza, the gun was the symbol of his home, which he depicted on a textile square. This quilt
square (Figure 5), stitched together alongside other children’s images of food, family, surfing and
other childhood attachments, presents a stark contrast between the experiences of home and
children’s affective responses to the concept. It is a reminder of how issues such as the experience
of violence and familiarity with weapons might be present in children’s minds, but go unsaid in their
everyday experience.

Hickey-Moody, A., Horn, C., Willcox, M. & Florence, E. 2020, 'Arts based methods for research with
children', Palgrave MacMillan, London, UK
Hickey-Moody, A. & Willcox, M. 2019, 'Entanglements of difference as community togetherness: Faith, art
and feminism', Social Sciences, vol. 8, no. 9
Hickey-Moody, A. & Willcox, M. 2019. “Material Expressions of Religious Culture”, In C. Gomes, L. Kong and
O. Woods (eds), Religion, Hypermobility and Digital Media in Global Asia. Faith, Flows and Fellowship,
Amsterdam: AUP.
50
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Figure 5: Reza’s quilt square of ‘home’, North Melbourne, 2019

Researcher: Tell me the story about this picture, Reza.
Reza: So basically, I drew a gun, because my country is very violent
Researcher: And what country is that?.
Reza: Afghanistan.
Researcher: Mmm, Afghanistan has a lot of violence right now, doesn’t it?
Reza: Yep.
Researcher: And is that the Afghani flag?
Reza: It’s not the flag, it doesn’t have the detail, because I wouldn’t be able to enlarge
it, so I just did the colours [of the flag].
For a seven-year-old child to think of a gun as a reflection of home is an indication not only
of Reza’s familiarity with violence but also of his ability, or the necessity, to balance
conflicting emotions and outlooks. Unlike most primary-aged children, Reza knows how to
draw a gun with considerable detail, and does so with nonchalant acceptance of war and
violence as a symbol of home. As Reza’s idea of home is shaped by his experience of
violence and war, the image of the gun has become a symbol of this experience that
emerges as part of the art-making process.
Reza’s experience of conflict is one example of how negative affect and trauma emerged
as topics during our fieldwork as a result of our art-making practices. For Reza, as for
other children with similar experiences of conflict and violence, the trauma will likely not be
resolved as a result of brief arts-based interventions. However, Reza’s choice of subject
for the quilt gives rise to a range of conversations with teachers and parents, which in turn
may provide a more sympathetic and understanding environment, as well as an
awareness around the experiences some children carry within them. These important
conversations serve as pathways into much larger social changes that need to occur in
order for children such as Reza to construct a renewed sense of home and belonging.
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Recommendations
•
•
•

•

Art can create a more informed, connected and sympathetic society, through increasing
social connection, understanding and celebrating diversity.
Art builds individual confidence and empowerment and can influence change in
educational policy around religious and ethnic diversity.
Through making art with children, we are able to understand the many ways that the self
relies on the agency of others, other things, people, places, to be something and to
become something. It is through these processes that social connection and sympathetic
understanding can begin to emerge.
Researchers should learn from the children, and adapt the methods to artistically suit
their needs

4. Youth Housing Insecurity: Evidence from Journeys Home
The Issue
Young people (defined here as those aged 15 to 24) are, more than any other cohort, subject to
multiple housing arrangements that can lead to homelessness.

The Research Evidence
Meg Elkins, Jane Fry and Lisa Farrell investigated the accommodation patterns of young people
(defined here as those aged 15 to 24) experiencing housing insecurity. 51 This research utilises
data from Journeys Home, a unique longitudinal dataset specifically designed to examine issues
relating to homelessness or instability in housing/accommodation in Australia. The data has six
waves of Centrelink information based on detailed reports of individuals identified as homeless or
vulnerable to homelessness of accommodation spells to the nearest month-third over time, and
sequence analysis.
Three aspects of youth homelessness are covered in this research: relationship forming and
dependants; labour outcomes and pathways into homelessness.
Figure 6 shows the actual accommodation sequences, where each colour represents an
accommodation type. Four distinct typologies are identified:
Typology 1 is represented by relatively stable accommodation, with individuals predominantly
being housed in their own home, whether renting, owned or buying, or moving to this type of
accommodation (n=248).
Typology 2 is characterised by highly volatile accommodation sequences, with many transitions
between different accommodation types and multiple and/or repeat transitions (n=104).
Typology 3 shows relatively stable accommodation with other relatives. However, it also
represents a form of homelessness characterised by being in a juvenile or youth detention
centre, an adult prison or a remand centre (n=43).
Typology 4 represents individuals who are mostly living at home, with some short spells of
alternative accommodation (n=84)

•
•
•
•

Fry, Elkins & Farrell, (2020) Homelessness and housing insecurity among youth in Australia: a sequence
analysis Working Paper
51
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Figure 6: Typologies (Sequence index plot and chronographs)

The most volatile of all these groups is typology 2. This group is associated with ‘churning’ which
often involves accommodation sequences that involve living with friends, sleeping rough and
moving into their own place. Our research supports the hypothesis that there is a negative impact
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of frequent changes of accommodation and the types of accommodation on relationship forming
and relationship stability.
Figure 4 shows that about half of these individuals are living in their own accommodation in the
early to mid-stages of the observation window, but then later move out, typically to reside with
friends or family. This typology shows the largest average number of accommodation types used
by this age group (3.35 types). Over 10% in this typology use crisis accommodation (11.54%)
and/or sleep rough (12.50%), and those who do are likely to do so more than once, with the
average number of spells greater than one for both these types of accommodation (1.17 and 1.46
average number of spells respectively). Of note in this volatile group, is the use of services: we find
that those youth using emergency or crisis accommodation are doing so for an average of 3.71
months over the 3-year period.
The Journeys Home data reveals by the final data collection, 37% of those identified as youth in
the first wave have children under 18. However, only 21% have children living with the parents.
Insecure accommodation environments also put the children of these young people at risk of future
out-of-home care. In many cases the children are not resident with their parent, which also has
welfare implications for both the parents and children. In this regard, relationship breakdown is a
common reason for accommodation changes among these young adults. This implies that the rate
at which young people with young children (of their own) are living with their children has declined,
raising concerns about intergenerational poverty and the likelihood of spells in foster homes and
institutions for these children. This is especially worrisome as previous research has identified a
strong correlation between chronic homelessness and time spent in foster care during childhood. 52
53

A further key finding of this research is that not all types of accommodation patterns are
necessarily pathways into chronic homelessness. Our research can provide insights into the critical
points of housing insecurity where intervention does not lead to chronic homelessness but towards
housing security,
The Victorian COVID-19 intervention to house those who are subject to housing insecurity is a
reminder that housing alone does not provide all the answers. Access to health services and
community is equally as important. Individuals who find themselves in boarding house type
accommodation may have arrived there from much worse accommodation. It is also the case that
most accommodation in boarding houses and accommodation of this nature provides good access
to allied health support and welfare support systems and the heightened wellbeing. In these
current circumstances, those who have recently been supported by hotel accommodation. will be
doing better or worse depending on the type of insecure accommodation they experienced before
lockdown.

Recommendations
These findings are important for policy-makers and support workers, in that they highlight the
importance of family and social networks in supporting youth at risk of homelessness and the
dramatic effects when these options are not available or utilised by young people. Early adulthood
relationships and parenthood followed by relationship and family dissolution are common
characteristics of youth who are experiencing accommodation churning. They are more likely to
experience relationship breakdown and are more likely to have to experience relationship
breakdown and are more likely to have dependants. There are clear welfare implications for both
Lenz-Rashid, S. (2006). Employment experiences of homeless young adults: are they different for youth
with a history of foster care?. Children and Youth Services Review, 28, 235-259.
53 Bender, K., Yang, J., Ferguson, K., & Thompson, S. (2015). Experiences and needs of homeless youth
with a history of foster care. Children and Youth Services Review, 55, 222-231
52
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the young people and their children of this relationship that warrant further investigation and have
policy implications, both now and into the future:
These findings suggest a need for targeted sexual health programs or free, easy to access,
contraception. It also suggests a need for better housing support for these young families as
well as social and emotional support.
COVID-19 arrangements have demonstrated that housing alone does not provide the
solutions, and that allied health support and welfare arrangements are required for better
outcomes.
There is an urgency to action the youth-focused housing recommendations in YACVIC’s A
COVID-19 Recovery Plan for Young people. 54

•
•
•

54

YACVIC (2020, pp.26-27)
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7. Biographical Notes
UNESCO UNEVOC Centre at School of Education, College of Design and Social
Context
Professor Peter Kelly:
e: peter.kelly@rmit.edu.au
Peter Kelly is Head of UNESCO UNEVOC at RMIT University, and Professor of Education in the
School of Education - https://unevocrmit.org. He is a sociologist of youth, education and work who
has published extensively on young people, globalization, education and work. His current
research interests include a critical engagement with young people’s well-being, resilience and
enterprise; and with the challenges associated with the emergence of the Anthropocene. He leads
the team developing COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for Young People in Melbourne’s Inner North
(in partnership with the Inner Northern Local Learning and Employment Network (LLEN). He is also
currently the lead CI on an ARC Discovery Project (DP 170100547) Art Based Social Enterprises
and Marginalised Young People's Transitions.
His books include: Working in Jamie’s Kitchen: Salvation, Passion and Young Workers (2009), The
Self as Enterprise: Foucault and the “Spirit” of 21st Century Capitalism (2013), A Critical Youth
Studies for the 21st Century (2015), Neo-Liberalism and Austerity: The Moral Economies of Young
People’s Health and Well-Being (2017), Rethinking Young people’s Marginalisation: Beyond neoLiberal Futures? (2019), Young People and the Politics of Outrage and Hope (2019), Social Justice
in Times of Crisis and Hope: Young People, Wellbeing and the Politics of Education (2019), and
Belonging, Identity, Time and Young People’s Engagement in the Middle Years of School (2020).
Dr Seth Brown:

e: seth.brown@rmit.edu.au

Seth Brown has a PhD in Educational Research, awarded in 2005 from the University of
Queensland. He brings to this work significant (over twenty years’) teaching and research
experience in teacher education at the university level in the USA, New Zealand and Australia. He
has been successful in attracting funding and was lead investigator on the project Non-attendance
in the middle years in Whittlesea ($15,500, Collier Charitable Fund). For publications see
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2750-2284
His research interests include exploring young people’s learning experiences in school (with a
focus on curriculum/program evaluation) and transitions from school to work or further study. He
also investigates the ways in which the intersection of body pedagogies, gender, social class,
sexuality, and race/ethnicity discourses informs young people's construction of the body, status of
their skills and knowledge and available post-school options. He is a Program Leader at
UNEVOC@RMIT, and Deputy Chairperson of the College Human Ethics Advisory Network.
His books include: Facing the Big Questions in Teaching: Purpose, Power and Learning (2008),
Issues and Controversies in Physical Education: Policy, Power, and Pedagogy (2011), Facing the
Big Questions in Teaching: Purpose, Power and Learning, 2nd Edition (2014), and Belonging,
Identity, Time and Young People’s Engagement in the Middle Years of School (2020).
Dr Scott Phillips:
e: scott.phillips@rmit.edu.au
Scott Phillips has a DPhil in Social Anthropology from Oxford University, and is Honorary Associate
Professor, UNESCO UNEVOC@RMIT University. Recent research includes evaluation of parent
training for refugees and migrants in Melbourne (2015), evaluation of the ‘Pitch Tank’ Vocational
Education Innovation Initiative at RMIT University (2019), research and development of a
socioecological approach to engaging middle years young people in school education (2018-2020)
and strengthening technical and vocational education and training in Pacific Small Island
Developing Countries (2020).
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His experience spans public policy, academia, and business - focused on multicultural and youth
policy; mental health services; and planning integrated early years, middle years, youth and
lifelong education. Public policy work (Australian Public Service 1986 - 1992) included the
Australian International Development Assistance Bureau (AIDAB) and the Australian Department
of Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA). In AIDAB, he worked in the
United Nations and Commonwealth Section, on the UN Population Fund and Commonwealth
Youth Program, and helped coordinate Australia’s contribution to the UN effort on reconstruction of
Cambodia. In DEETYA, he helped develop Australia’s international education policy and legislation
and youth homelessness programs.
His books include Everyday Diversity: Australian Multiculturalism and Reconciliation in Practice
(2001), Widening Participation in Higher Education for People from Low SES Backgrounds: A
Case Study of Deakin University’s Existing Community Partnerships and Collaborations (2012) and
Belonging, Identity, Time and Young People’s Engagement in the Middle Years of School (2020)
Mr James Goring:

e: james.goring@rmit.edu.au

James Goring is a PhD researcher with UNEVOC@RMIT. His research interests are the
sociologies of youth and education and his thesis is titled A Genealogy of 21st Century Skills:
Young People, Education and the Future. James is an ex-secondary school and vocational
education teacher. At Skilling the Bay in Geelong, he managed projects aimed at teacher capability
development, student tertiary pathways in STEM and digital technologies, retention and education
engagement among vulnerable populations of young people. In 2020, James has worked with
schools, local government and youth organisations across the Inner North of Melbourne, to ensure
that 50+ young people’s voices were heard as key stakeholders in the design of COVID-19
Recovery Scenario’s.

School of Education, College of Design and Social Context
Dr Michael Crowhurst:

e: michael.crowhurst@rmit.edu.au

Dr Michael Crowhurst teaches and co-ordinates a number of courses in the Bachelor of Education
(Primary) and the Masters of Teaching Practice in the School of Education. Michael's research
interests focus mainly on issues relating to the achievement of social justice and the place that
Education might play in this. Michael has a long standing interest in the school experiences of
young people who do not identify as 'straight' and has written and worked in this area for many
years. His most recent books and book chapters include:
Crowhurst, M., and Emslie, M. (2020).Arts-Based Pathways into Thinking: Troubling
Standardization/s, Enticing Multiplicities, Inhabiting Creative Imaginings, Springer, Cham,
Switzerland; and Crowhurst, M.,and Emslie, M. (2018).Working creatively with stories and learning
experiences: engaging with queerly identifying tertiary students, Springer Nature, Cham,
Switzerland; and Crowhurst, M. (2017). Some reflections on working around anger and change for
new queers In: Dear Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender Teacher: Letters of Advice to Help
You Find Your Way, IAP - Information Age Publishing, Charlotte, North Carolina, United States
Mr Aleryk Fricker:

e: aleryk.fricker@rmit.edu.au

Aleryk Fricker is a proud Dja Dja Wurrung man and an academic at RMIT University. He recently
submitted a PhD researching First Nations youth in a remote First Nations context where the
ongoing colonisation of Australia was negatively impacting student experiences of schooling. He
was previously a schoolteacher and currently lectures in initial teacher education. His main
research focus is on the impacts and processes for decolonising education in Australia to support
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outcomes for all students. When he is away from the office, he likes to work in the garden and
coach junior basketball.

Skills, Training and Industry Research Network (STIRN), College of Business and
Law
Associate Professor Victor Gerkara:

e. victor.gerkara@rmit.edu.au

Victor Gekara is an Associate Professor in the College of Business and Law at RMIT University.
He is also the Director of the Global Transport and Logistics Research Group (GTL) and the
Founding Leader of the Skills, Training and Industry Research Network (STIRN). His research
interests and expertise are broadly located at the intersection between workplace technology
change and the future of work, and workforce skills transformation. In this space he has developed
and led several major research projects examining the implications of technological and digital
transformations on work and industry skills demand, across several sectors (including Transport
and Logistics, Manufacturing and Disability services) and the role and capacity of VET for meet
these changes. His extensive research track record is supported by strong and extensive industry
networks which facilitate effective and impactful research creation and translation.

School of Economics, Finance and Marketing, College of Business and Law
Dr Meg Elkins:

e: meg.elkins@rmit.edu.au

Meg Elkins is a senior lecturer in the School of Economics, Finance and Marketing at RMIT
University. She is an applied and behavioural economist whose research covers societal change
and community wellbeing. Meg’s research examines determinants of individual and community
wellbeing at both a global level and local level in two distinct areas. The first is in the field of
cultural economics and the implications of creative culture for artist’s careers and community
development. The second is in the field of societal economics and relates to poverty reduction and
social protection mechanisms and local issues such as homelessness. Meg has lead projects for
the City of Melbourne’s Economic Evaluation of the Arts Programs. She is an award winning
educator is the field of design thinking, and a previous program leader for undergraduate
economics and finance. She sits on the assessment team for Australian National University
Teaching Excellence Awards

Bachelor of Youth Work and Youth Studies Program, School of Global Urban and
Social Studies, College of Design and Social Context
Dr Kathryn Daley:

e: kathryn.daley@rmit.edu.au

Kathryn Daley is the Program Manager of the Bachelor of Youth Work and Youth Studies – the
largest and oldest youth work degree in Australia. She is a Senior Lecturer and holds a PhD that
examined young Victorians pathways in and out of substance abuse. She has undergraduate
qualifications in psychology. Kathryn wrote the book, Youth and Substance Abuse, which has been
published internationally. Kathryn’s other research interests include the ethics of including young
people in civic processes. An established expert in issues of young people ‘on the margins’ (for
example, including those in the care systems, who are homeless, experiencing mental health
issues, past experiences of child abuse, involved in the justice system.). Prior to academia,
Kathryn worked for many years at the Youth Support + Advocacy service including as an outreach
worker and later in policy and research. Kathryn is a current member of the Ministerial Women’s
Correctional Services Advisory Committee. She has also served on research ethics committees
since 2009.
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Digital Ethnography Research Centre (DERC), College of Design and Social Context
Professor Anna Hickey-Moody
e: anna.hickey-moody@rmit.edu.au
Anna Hickey-Moody is Professor of Media and Communication at RMIT University, an Australian
Research Council Future Fellow 2017-2021, and an RMIT University Vice Chancellor's Senior
Research Fellow 2017-2021. Anna is based in the Digital Ethnography Research Centre where
she leads the Creative Research Interventions in Methods and Practice (CRIMP) feminist research
collective. She currently supervises 5 PhD students and holds honorary appointments at
Goldsmiths, London and Manchester Metropolitan University.
Anna is known for her theoretical and empirical work with socially marginalised people, especially
young people with disabilities, young refugees and migrants, those who are economically and
socially disadvantaged, and men at the margins of society. She is internationally acclaimed for her
methodological expertise with arts practice, ethnography and methodological invention. Her books
include Deleuze and Masculinity (Palgrave 2019), Imagining University Education: Making
Educational Futures (Routledge, 2016), Youth, Arts and Education (Routledge, 2013),
Unimaginable Bodies (Brill/Sense Publishers, 2009) and Masculinity Beyond the Metropolis
(Palgrave, 2006). She teaches and supervises in the areas of arts practice as method, youth,
disability, masculinity, and the cultural politics of schooling and aesthetics.

Contact
Professor Peter Kelly
Head UNEVOC @ RMIT
School of Education, College of Design and Social Context
RMIT University, AUSTRALIA
email: peter.kelly@rmit.edu.au
mobile: +61 (0) 428 625 483
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