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There is an estimated 57 million primary school children and 69 million secondary school children 
currently failing to get an education (UNSCO, 2014) 

 

Poor education and family disadvantage are associated with diverse outcomes such as 
homelessness, drug abuse and imprisonment, as well as increased welfare dependence and 
poorer health 

 

These are some of the precursors to students dropping out of school and the generational cycle of 
poverty 

 

The Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley et al., 2008) states the target to halve the 
proportion of Australians aged 20 to 64-years without a certificate level III qualification by 2020 

 

Targets for higher education are 40% of 25 to 34-year-olds to have attained at least a bachelor-
level qualification by 2020  

 

And by 2020 the undergraduate enrolments in higher education should be 20% of students from 
low SES backgrounds  



Student Retention and Attrition 

 The complexities of student attrition and how to help students from low SES 
 backgrounds complete high-school and attend university has been extensively 

 studied 
 

The evolution of behavioural and theoretical frameworks to inform student retention 

and attrition have evolved over the last 40 years. These frameworks are 

interconnected, blended and overlapping  in theory and ideology; with each 

model greatly influenced by its predecessors 

 

The models below have informed countless retention and attrition studies and 

continue to form the basis for most student retention and attrition interventions 

programs 



The evolution of retention and attrition models  



Gaps in the Research 
There is a considerable lack of rigorous research examining which interventions improve aspirations and 
at what year level they are most effective 

 

Few studies conduct evaluations with comparison and control groups 

 

The complexities of lifestyle, background and socioeconomic status make designing programs complex 

 

These multiple components and bundling together of factors in an intervention, make it difficult to 
evaluate the impacts and untangle the true effects 

 

Studies lack independence and are often carried out within the program by program staff  

 

The literature largely comprise: single school, sole institution, one intervention and cross sectional 
research 

 

To address these gaps, this study is a longitudinal analysis of student aspirations, with participants 
assigned to comparison and control groups, across multiple year levels and multiple intervention 
programs 

 

 



AceE and evaluation 

This study is a longitudinal evaluation of the Access Express (AceE) intervention 

program delivered by Deakin University to selected schools across Victoria 

 

This study will examine which interventions lead to increased levels of aspiration and 

retention and at what year level these interventions have the greatest impact 

 

Change in student aspirations will be systematically modelled to determine the type 

of intervention and timing of effective strategies, to address the educational 

disadvantage that hinders high-school students from low SES backgrounds, accessing 

higher education 
 

Our Hypothesis: 

At all year levels: Participants who receive an intervention will have significantly 

higher educational aspiration compared to those participants who do not receive 

an intervention 

 



AceE Interventions by year level  

  

 

Year Intervention  Objective 

7  

Your Tutor 

 

YourTutor was an online literacy and numeracy support program that was delivered to students in 

Years 7 

 

 

 

 

8 

 

Learning strategies (mentoring 

and tutoring) 

 

& 

  

Light Touch Experience Day 

 

 

To improve student learning outcomes through a formal and sustained mentoring and tutoring 

program with pre-service teachers; to build students’ aspirations towards higher education early in 

their secondary schooling, through intensive engagements with university mentors 

 

To familiarise and demystify university, the students will attend campus tours, have a student panel 

and discuss the challenges not barriers to university participation. There will also be taster academic 

workshops and a final graduation ceremony 

9  

Residential camp 

 

 

To increase students’ familiarity with academic disciplines and professional entry options via higher 

education 

 

10  

Deakin Experience themed Day 

and ‘I don’t Know Day” 

 

 

To build the aspirations of students so that they consider higher education as a viable and accessible 

pathway; to familiarise students with a university campus and demonstrate the diversity of students 

who currently attend university; to address the barriers that may prevent students from considering 

university study 

 

11  

VCE help, PASS program 

 

To improve disadvantaged students’ preparedness for, and success in, VCE through targeted 

sessions on study skills, work ethic and exam preparation and community based, themed study 

(Maths & Science) 

12  

SEAS (Special Entrance Access 

Scheme) 

 

To redress the perceptual and technical challenges of special entry admissions and scholarship 

applications to university through interactive workshops with Year 12 students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds. Support completing the application forms and Scholarship is extended 

 

 

 



This study aims to 

 
 

Inform us of the effectiveness of intervention programs aimed at Low SES 
students; to improve aspirations to complete high-school and attend 

university  
 

Examine this intervention program comprising longitudinal data through 

years 7-12 and into university, across seven participating schools 
 

Determine the impact of the success of these interventions using the newly 

developed Student Aspiration and Retention Survey–high-school version 

(SARS-hs) 

 

 



Participant tracking from 2013 -2020 

 

2013 

 

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Year 7    

Year 8    

Year 9    

Year 10    

Year 11    

Year 12 tracking cohorts into university    



Methodology 
 

Students were randomly assigned to either participate in the intervention group or the non-

intervention control group. All students were required to complete two surveys in the year; once 

at the start of the year (pre-intervention) then again at the end of the year (post-intervention) 
 

Participants to date 

Year 7, 2013 

    451 students provided data at time 1 pre-intervention (M=204, F=231, 16 unspecified)      

          394 of these students participating at time point 2 post-intervention 

          Intervention group (n=261), Control group (n=133) 

Year 7, 2014  

    504 students provided data at time 1 pre-intervention (M=274, F=209, 21 unspecified)  

Year 8, 2014 

    391 at time point 3 (pre-intervention)  

 

 

 



Measures – SARS-hs survey 

The SARS survey is an 82 item retrospective self-report questionnaire 

 

It is a compilation of established measures and measures we have 

developed, as well as qualitative questions we have also developed 

 

Likert scale responses  

• Min=0 and Max=10 and strongly disagree to strongly agree 

 

Yes/no response 

Short answer questions 

Demographic questions 

 



Qualitative Data - SARS-hs survey 
Consists of six short answer questions and six demographic questions: 

 

• What are your main reasons for being at school? 

• In the long term what do you want to use your education for? 

• What are the main barriers or difficulties for you to completing year 12? 

• What resources do you use when studying at home? 

• Why would you leave school before finishing year 12? 

• Why would you stay at school until you finished year 12? 

  

Demographic data included: 

• Gender 

• Age 

• Home Postcode 

• Current living arrangement 

• How many siblings  

• Ages of siblings 

 



Reliability of the SARS-hs survey 

We have already piloted the measures that are incorporated in 

the survey. Subsequently, our measure has very good reliability 

and validity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable High-School Sample 

  M SD N Reliability (r)  

Engagement 31.60 4.69 262 .73 

Homework (hrs) 1.68 1.19 395 - 

School Quality 23.82 3.20 430 .70 

Teacher Quality - - - - 

Goals 25.56 6.00 286 .86 

Mastery 15.59 2.61 440 .78 

Personal Wellbeing Inventory 81.13 13.55 429 .81 

Self-Efficacy 57.79 9.71 433 .87 

Extrinsic Motivation 13.38 1.60 437 .62 

Peer relationships 16.73 3.16 391 .76 



Research Design 

Cross sectional data and year level data were analysed using correlations, 

regressions, t-tests, ANOVA’s and SEM if required, to report on quantitative data  

 

Furthermore, longitudinal data will be analysed using ‘Latent Growth Curve 

Modelling’ (LGCM), a statistical method designed to capture change over time. 

LGCM will demonstrate the impact of change in students levels of aspirations and 

retention across time and between those exposed to the intervention and those not 

 

NVivo10 will be used for qualitative analysis 

 



Results so far, for year 7 

Engagement, autonomy, perception of school quality, and self-efficacy changed 
significantly over time, decreasing from T1 to T2 

 

Female students reported significantly higher aspirations in regard to continuing their 

education, as compared to their male counterparts  

 

Perceived educational barriers (such as thinking that school is unimportant and feeling 

pressure to leave school to get a job) predicted total educational aspirations 

 

Aspirations were also predicted by the perception of benefits of staying at school (such 

as to get a good job or to please family) 

 

The presence or absence of an intervention did not affect participants’ level of 

aspiration. This finding may be due to the nature of the intervention, or the early nature 

of the longitudinal results  

 

    



Results so far, for year 7 (overall) 

 

 

 

 

Variable Change over time 

Aspiration No change 

Student engagement 

School quality 

Goal setting 

Mastery                   

Personal wellbeing 

Self-efficacy                         

Autonomy 

Peer relationships 

 

Further analysis of the intervention and control groups suggest: 

• Intervention group - Very small non-significant increases in aspirations from T1 to T2  

• Control group - Very small non-significant decreases in aspirations from T1 to T2 

 



Why students leave – Qualitative data from everyone 

 

Students IN the intervention compared with students OUT of the intervention  

• Students IN the intervention said more often, compared with students OUT of the 
intervention, that they would leave when they had ‘finished’, to go to ‘university’, to 
‘graduate’ and to ‘complete’ school 
 

• Students OUT of the intervention were more concerned with leaving because of being 
‘bullied’, ‘moving’, ‘financial’ concerns, school being ‘boring’ and problems with 
‘teachers’ 
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When we examined these differences further, we found  
Females IN the intervention: 

• Had greater educational aspirations compared with those out 

• They wanted to ‘finish’, ‘graduate’ and go to ‘university’ more often than those out  

• They had fewer concerns about bullying 

 

Males IN the intervention: 

• Had greater educational aspirations compared with those out  

• They wanted to ‘finish’, ‘graduate’ and ‘complete’ school more often than those out  

• They had fewer concerns about ‘financial’ problems and responded far less about leaving 
because of ‘bullying’ or because it was ’boring’  

• They said they would leave less, because of ‘moving’ or because of teachers compared with 
those out 

 

Overall the qualitative data showed that:  

• Educational aspirations - finishing school, graduating and going to university - improved when 
we compared the qualitative responses of those in the intervention compared with those out 
of the intervention 

 



Some Quotes: 

When students were asked why they wanted to stay at school, some popular 
answers included 

“To have a better life” 

“To gain knowledge and become something in life” 

“To get my dream job” 

“To make my parents proud” 

 

And when asked why they would leave, comments included 

“I would never want to leave school because I want a good future” 

“No money to continue school” 

“Too many family problems to deal with” 

 

And there are students who just want to finish school  

“So I don't have to get up early” 

 

 

 

 



Results so far, for year 8 (T1 data) 

 

 

 

 

Variable Change over time 

Aspiration                  No change 

Student engagement 

School quality 

Goal setting 

Mastery                  No change 

Personal wellbeing 

Self-efficacy                      then 

Extrinsic motivation                No change 

Peer relationships 



Future direction…. 

2014   Year 7 and 8 data collection (post data collection) 

2015   Year 7-8-9 data collection (pre and post) 

2016  Year 8 -9-10 data collection (pre and post) 

2017  Year 9-10-11data collection (pre and post) 

2018  Year 12 will be the first cohort tracked into university  

2019 Year 12 will be the second cohort tracked into university 

2020 Year 12 will be the third cohort  tracked into university 



Finally - What have we learnt so far? 
Liaising with schools to coordinate surveying is challenging as schools are very busy 

 

Longitudinal data collection is rewarding as relationships are built with the students as we follow 
their progress through high-school 

 

There are gender differences in student aspirations 

 

Self-efficacy may be an important predictor to student success, which is not well covered in the 
literature 

 

It is important to maintain intervention programs from year 7 to 12, however putting in place 
intervention programs earlier, to address disadvantage in a child’s early schooling years, will 
further impact the future success of disadvantaged students 

 

Our findings demonstrate the differences between qualitative and quantitative data and 
highlight the importance of using mixed methods designs to capture the broad range of factors 
associated with student attrition, retention and educational disadvantage 

 


