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ABSTRACT In Australia, a significant minority of young people do not complete upper
secondary education. Whether procedural or enacted through the agency of students,
the failure of the education system to accommodate young people through to
completion can be regarded as a form of institutionalised social exclusion and injustice.
In response, a growing number of flexible learning options (FLOs) are providing
marginalised young people with alternative avenues for meaningful educational re-
engagement. The authors of this article examine two key characteristics of FLOs: an
unconditional acceptance of young people, and the integrated well-being support upon
which inclusion is premised. Their discussion draws on in-depth interviews conducted
with students and practitioners at a diverse range of sites. They find that FLOs play a
key role in the process of re-inclusion, but this contribution to reducing social and
educational inequality is predicated on a level of well-being support not ordinarily
available in mainstream schooling.

Introduction

Notwithstanding a range of state and federal government interventions to
prevent disengagement from schooling, many young Australians do not
complete secondary education (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2015).
While Australia has made recent gains in terms of aggregated upper secondary
(‘Year 12’) attainments, there remains a significant achievement gap between
those of the lowest and highest socio-economic backgrounds. Indeed, only
around 60% of students of the lowest socio-economic status decile complete
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Year 12 by age 19 in Australia, compared to 89% of those in the highest decile
(Lamb et al, 2015).

Disadvantaged young Australians face complex barriers to integration
within mainstream schooling (Campbell et al, 2012). These challenges are
myriad and intersecting, but include, inter alia, interrupted schooling, low
literacy and numeracy, learning disabilities, anxiety and depression, substance
misuse, socio-economic insecurity, physical insecurity and vyouth justice
involvement. Specific groups — including young people in the care of the state,
young parents and carers, LGBTIQ_ youths and Indigenous young people —
experience radically lower levels of educational attainment and school
completion (KPMG, 2009; Purdie & Buckley, 2010; COAG [Council of
Australian Governments], 2013; Lamb et al, 2015).

Neo-liberal market imperatives permeate the Australian educational
landscape, pitting student against student, school against school, state against
state, and private interest against public good. In a process of residualisation,
socioeconomically advantaged young people are gravitating in ever greater
numbers to the nation’s heavily subsidised private-independent school sector,
while students from low socio-economic backgrounds are concentrated in
Australia’s chronically underfunded public school system (Masters, 2016).[1]

The marketisation of education in Australia — couched in terms of parent
and consumer choice — has also impelled school leaders to pursue institutional
competitive interests (Connell, 2013). Indeed, greater devolution of enrolment
authority to schools has allowed school administrators considerable personal
discretion to ‘exit’ low-achieving students from school rosters. To promote their
institution’s status, heads of schools increasingly jettison underperforming
students into ‘alternative educational settings’ (Brader & McGinty, 2005; De
Jong & Griffiths 2006; Te Riele, 2014), commonly described in the United
Kingdom as ‘alternative provision” or more colloquially as ‘exclusion units’. This
is a clear manifestation of social exclusion.[2] Notwithstanding this fundamental
injustice, young Australians are being granted novel opportunities for self-
actualisation through participation in alternative schooling programs known as
flexible learning options (FLOs).

This article offers a glimpse into the ways needs-tailored FLOs reduce
social and educational inequality and enable the educational ‘re-engagement’ of
marginalised young Australians. Some 900 FLOs now provide educational re-
engagement opportunities for nearly 70,000 of Australia’s most severely
disenfranchised young people (Te Riele, 2014). Approximately one-third of
FLOs comprise autonomous, community-based, and non-school programs
(Wilson et al, 2011; Te Riele, 2012a; McGregor et al, 2014). These sites are
not just physically located outside conventional high schools — they also work
in unconventional ways that provide young people the freedom to get on with
their learning. Our focus turns here to two central characteristics of FLOs —
their unconditional acceptance of marginalised young people and the central
role of integrated well-being support — in order to examine these programs’ re-
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engagement of marginalised youths as a process of (re)inclusion and restorative
social justice.

This article is one outcome of a nationwide research project on the impact
of FLO participation for individuals and the broader Australian community. The
central research questions for the project as a whole were:

1. What life trajectories (and their associated individual and societal outcomes)
do disengaged young people traverse in the Australian context?

2. What changes to these life trajectories (and associated changes to individual
and societal outcomes) can be expected as a result of participation in Flexible
Learning Options?

3. What mechanisms are at work in Flexible Learning Options that facilitate the
reshaping of life trajectories of disengaged Australian young people?

This article is based on in-depth interviews with 57 students, 22 teachers and
25 support staft at five FLO sites in Victoria, Queensland and Western
Australia.[3]

Inclusion through Unconditional
Acceptance of Young People

All the programs studied have as their raison d’étre a commitment to assist those
needing a ‘second chance’. Eligibility protocols commonly required
estrangement from (or by) previous schools, along with evidence of individual
and social hardship. Student interviewees conveyed manifold antecedents to
their disengagement and clearly expressed the ways mainstream schools
curtailed their freedom to learn and failed to address their complex array of
needs:

I couldn’t understand because I have a bunch of issues. My medical
disabilities [meant] I could not do it. I have fibromyalgia and ADHD
[Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder|. In the end most of my
schools, I actually left because of bullying. I just couldn’t do it. I was
the only one that had disabilities. [Everyone else] just looked like
normal kids. (Austin, student, Site E)

It just came to the point that what I needed and the school could
provide did not meet. I needed teachers that could change their
ways for me, and a whole bunch of more like me. They couldn’t.
They wouldn’t. Does that mean I failed? I did fail. But, really, no, I
think school failed. I wanted to learn, but they couldn’t do it in a
way that suited what I needed. (Jasmine, student, Site C)

Of his ‘mainstream’ school experience, Riley (student, Site A) suggested that
teachers ‘just ignore you and go help someone else that’s “worthwhile™.

The FLOs researched ensured each young person ‘counted’ and was made
to feel ‘worthwhile’, a radical alternative to the pedagogical approach of the

young people’s previous mainstream schooling experiences. FLOs made explicit
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reference to unconditional acceptance — in Carl Rogers’ (1969) terms,
‘unconditional positive regard’ — in their vision statements, based on the right of
all young people to have the freedom to be themselves and to learn.
Unconditional acceptance was enacted through routine practices characterised
by strengths-based, non-punitive and non-judgmental relationships, as well as
patience and stability: ‘They’ve [heard] in mainstream schools that they are
losers, or that they are too hard, or that they are not worth the teacher’s time’
(Kim, stafft, Site A). In contrast:

We meet them where they’re at ... it’s that idea of that acceptance or
that appreciation that you need a little bit of extra care to be able to
get your education ... This is a place where we're not going to get
angry at you for having a new tattoo or having another piercing ... .
You can turn up in tears, you can turn up having self-harmed, you
can turn up just however you want — drunk, alcohol-affected — we
will welcome you. But we will sort you out. (Jo, staff, Site A)

(Re)inclusion within the FLO context is predicated on students’ autonomy and
personal agency. By consistently acting on principles of acceptance and
inclusion, FLOs ensured young people also championed such principles
themselves:

I think everyone knows this place is different and there are rules,
like principles, and if you come, you've got to live by those ... . Live
by the principles. Everyone wants to be here because of that, like,
it’s fair. (Connie, student, Site C)

Several teaching and administrative staff remarked that their programs are most
effective when students retain control over their participation. For many
students — in particular those with a history of school-related disciplinary action
and antagonistic interactions with authority figures — this proactive
empowerment of students constituted a radical point of difference between the
FLO and their mainstream schooling experience. Unconditional acceptance by
staft was the foundation for students’ freedom to learn.

The Central Role of Integrated Well-being Support

However, we learnt from our interviews that unconditional acceptance does not,
in itself, suffice. All of the FLOs studied also clearly emphasised policies and
practices that privileged well-being support for young people. It is evident that
providing students with support and sustenance — social and emotional, as well
as physiological and material — is critical to processes of inclusion and re-
engagement.

Staff reiterated the hardship experienced by students outside of the
educational environment, as well as the scale and complexity of students’ needs:

Many come from homes where it’s second or third generation
welfare. They have parents that have got drug or alcohol issues.
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Some of them have homelessness issues, so they’re constantly in that
state of being unstable in their home life. (Sophia, staff, Site A)

The importance of social and emotional well-being, stability, and security was
made plain by students, who had felt unsupported by staft and threatened by
peers in mainstream schools. One student suggested, ‘Teachers would get angry
at students who left the class to go see the councillor’ (Julie, Site A), and others
expressed concern about the ways in which schools triaged ‘good reasons’ for
granting access to well-being support services (Mark and Peta, class discussion,
Site A). Whilst most educational institutions do have some policies and
protocols to address students’ basic needs, in the FLOs, well-being support was
embedded in everyday practice as a defining — and distinguishing — component
of their alternative approach:

In a lot of mainstream schools, the educational part will come first.
That doesn’t come first here. It’s that the whole child will come first,
because if that whole child’s not comfortable and positive or not
feeling confidence, they're not going to be able to get through their
schoolwork. (Anna, staff, Site C)

While mindful of the ways in which ‘therapeutic education’ and ‘social and
emotional learning’ have been incorporated within a productivist human capital
agenda (Ecclestone et al, 2009, p. 3), our interviewees left little doubt as to the
vital role of well-being support for facilitating an environment in which
students were enabled to be free: to be themselves, and to get on with learning.
In many cases, staft in these often under-resourced programs responded to
students’ poverty, ill health or homelessness by linking students to external
supports and specialists:

A lot of them don’t know how to access services, so at least if we
have a well-being worker in each class they can say, ‘Okay, we can
connect you with housing service ... we can connect you with drug
and alcohol workers, we can put you in detox’ ... we can take them
to Centrelink [for youth welfare payments]. (Bryan, staff, Site B)

Additional well-being support mechanisms included provision of transportation,
referrals for physical and mental health services, and to legal assistance — a suite
of responses to ameliorate student hardship in practical, immediate ways. Thus
the process of inclusion entailed not only resumption of a stalled education, but
also connections to wider networks of support beyond the educational setting.
Locating the ‘social’ centrally within ‘education’ sums up the approach of these
FLOs to ‘socially just education’. Addressing students’ myriad well-being issues
was seen by staff as a necessary precondition for educational engagement,
inclusion and, ultimately, progress. Above all, interviewees emphasised the
importance of supportive relationships between students and staft:
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The teachers here are more caring and more interested into people’s
problems ... they’re just respectful ... they’re just lovely and kind and
caring. (Grant, student, Site C)

Staft devoted considerable time to engendering a sense of trust, patience,
understanding and respect. This is no easy task given that upon arrival to the
FLO, students commonly displayed a hyper-vigilance born of fear and
vulnerability. This resonates with the findings of Smyth et al (2010) and Lange
and Sletten (2002), with the latter claiming that school suspensions, missed
classes and academic failure leave many disenfranchised young people ‘weary of
the school experience and distrustful that the education system can be a tool for
their success’ (p. 11).

Staft also reported working with students to improve their peer
relationships. This is noteworthy, not least because FLO participants commonly
identify negative experiences with peers as key triggers of their initial
disengagement (Te Riele, 2012b, p. 44; Thomson, 2014). With re-engagement
in the flexible learning space consciously rooted to students’ sense of safety,
mutual support and belonging, the metaphor of ‘family’ was common across
most of the sites:

It’s just like one big family. Any new kid is always welcome. We
accept everyone. Who they are, where they come from ... doesn’t
really matter. We see them as a person ... We don’t judge them by
how they look or what they do. We judge them from the inside —
from what they want to share ... After a while, you realise it’s a great
family. I love being here. There’s all this love and warmth
everywhere. (Sarah, student, Site B)

In this context, the FLOs assumed the role of a haven, with our findings
affirming research (Noddings, 1992; Mills & McGregor, 2010; Davies et al,
2011; Te Riele, 2012a, b, 2014) suggesting that young people experience
empowerment as ‘subjects of care’ in these educational programs.

Conclusions

FLOs exist not only at the margins of traditional education, but at a crossroads
of ‘mainstream’ schooling, community-based education, vocational training, and
public and non-governmental support services (Myconos, 2014, p. 8).
Alternative settings represent a ‘diverse and shifting patchwork of connections
and disconnections with mainstream education’ (Kraftl 2015, p. 238) — and, we
would add, extend their reach into the broader society from which young
people are increasingly estranged. After exclusion by the ‘mainstream’, the
freedom of a young person to make independent decisions and act purposefully
is significantly curtailed, and requires a transitional phase wherein the young
person’s challenges and fears are allayed within stable, supportive settings.
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Our findings suggest that the two mechanisms of social inclusion referred
to in this article are integral to achieving success for young people experiencing
complex life circumstances and concomitant difficulties in their education.
While mainstream schooling systems may consider the complex needs of
disenfranchised youth as being located outside of their general remit — an
orientation magnified within a highly competitive neo-liberal educational
agenda — the ethics of socially just schooling impel consideration of any
elements of education that might be systematically working to exclude those
most at risk. It is thus necessary to consider how ‘the alternative practices of
flexible learning centres [could] be supported as models of effective teaching
and be used to inform practices within mainstream schools’ (Mills & McGregor,
2010, p. 10). The suggestion of this article is that the mechanisms of
‘unconditional acceptance’ and the provision of ‘holistic well-being support’ are
important considerations in reshaping educational spaces to better fit students,
rather than attempting to mould diverse youth into the form of schools.
Implementing such mechanisms in mainstream schooling may well prevent
marginalised students from having to transfer to alternative settings, as well as
better serve their peers who stay behind — individuals neither fully excluded,
included, nor free to learn.
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Notes

[1] Students from socioeconomically disadvantaged areas comprise over 30% of
enrolments of government schools, with only 9% within what are regarded
‘Independent’ (see Connors & McMorrow, 2015, p. 53).

[2] Residualisation is characterised by the interplay of a complex range of factors.
See the Social Exclusion monitor, developed by the Brotherhood of St Laurence
and the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research. The
monitor assesses the relative impact of material resources, employment,
education and skills, health, social connection, community and personal safety.
https://www.bsl.org.au/knowledge/social-exclusion-monitor/

[3] For more information about the full project, see
http://www.floresearch.com.au/
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