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INTRODUCTION 
With one in five Hunter young people leaving school this year potentially facing 

unemployment, the Hunter Research Foundation (HRF) embarked on a research 

project (called YOUnite) to identify barriers young people face when transitioning 

from school to independent adult life. A key barrier identified by young people was 

the new government policy around school completion, the stress of the Higher School 

Certificate (HSC), its inflexibility and lack of relevance to non-academic students.

RESULTS
THIS POSTER FOCUSES SOLELY ON ONE OF THE BARRIERS IDENTIFIED IN THE YOUNITE RESEARCH - THE HIGHER SCHOOL CERTIFICATE (HSC).

METHODS...What we did
FOCUS GROUPS X 2 with 14 high school students and 14 young people under 25

TELEPHONE INTERVIEWS X 1,200 with Hunter & Upper Hunter residents & businesses

FACE-TO-FACE INTERVIEWS X 540 with young people 14-25 years

PAPER SURVEYS X 10 with non-profit organisations

ANALYSIS, PRESENTATION & WORKSHOP by three young research assistants

STAKEHOLDER WORKSHOP with 17 community and youth practitioners

 
“The people 
who are forced 
to stay and do not 
wish to often want 
to rebel and ruin it 
for others because 
they have no 
interest in being 
there.”

ATTITUDES TO CURRENT 
POLICY

Current government policy requires students to 

complete Year 12 unless they have 30 hours of work. 

Overall, views of current students, young people 

under 25 who had left school and Hunter residents in 

general varied, with agreement rising with age. Many 

expressed the idea that school is not for everyone and 

that those who would like to enter a trade or TAFE should 

be allowed to.

  Group Proportion who agreed or strongly agreed  
that students should stay and complete Yr 12

  Still at school 48%

  Finished school and under 25 63%

  Hunter Region residents 75%

  Upper Hunter Region residents 79%

VALUE OF THE HSC
Views within the Region about the value of the HSC for future employment were 

polarised. Several focus group participants believed that the HSC is becoming more 

important to employers while others thought that practical abilities and other factors 

such as community involvement were equally important.

“A piece of paper doesn’t tell people much. Employers want to know how you 

handle a situation.” On the other hand “there’s a boy in our class who has an 

apprenticeship but they didn’t want to start him until he had his HSC”.

  Group
Proportion who agreed or strongly agreed  
that doing well in the HSC had a major or  
moderate impact on their future employment

  Still at school 60%

  Finished school and under 25 50%

  Hunter Region residents 70%

 Upper Hunter Region residents 80%

In contrast, the views of businesses suggest that doing well in, or even completing, 

the HSC is not as important as residents and young people think. Eighty per cent of 

businesses said they would consider employing a young person who had not completed 

their HSC. So what do young people think of the HSC?

HSC – THE EXPERIENCE
Many participants in the focus group of 19-24 year olds believed 

that the HSC was highly stressful. Some also expressed 

doubts about its effectiveness in preparing them 

for later life and resented the emphasis 

placed on the HSC.

“I think there needs to be a strong, 

institutional cross- societal focus on 

changing the perception of the HSC 

as being thrust up on a pinnacle 

and also thrusting kids up towards 

it. Many kids get the bends on the 

way up and fall away. They are left 

by the wayside and there is a lot of 

talent and skills potentially going to waste 

because our focus is so blinkered on the HSC.“

RESPONSE
Hunter youth called for adjustments to the HSC to make it work for them. They want: 

• focus on the HSC to be less blinkered with less pressure placed on students  

• a change in perceptions that the HSC is the ONLY path to future success

• inclusion of life skills and practical skills in subjects to enhance young people’s 

     employability

• more creative and non-ATAR streams for students who aren’t academically oriented

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Finishing high school and obtaining a HSC has been commended as the path to 

individual success and economic progress. But does the HSC really prepare regional 

youth for the challenges of working in the regions of Australia in the future?  The 

YOUnite results suggest that there is an opportunity to re-imagine the last two years of 

high school by placing less emphasis on the HSC and more effort on preparing young 

people for a range of career options and pathways to success that are available; not all 

of which require an academic qualification. This includes more creative pathways in high 

school and entrepreneurial skills to start a business. 
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“I don’t 
think Uni 

was ever as 
stressful as 

the HSC.”

Go to www.hrf.com.au 
for YOUnite summary report, 

results and further discussion.

52%
students 
say HSC 
NOT 

a MUST


