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Abstract 

As part of the EGSIE-Australia Youth Project, more than 600 students aged between 
13 and 17 years completed a questionnaire which gauged their opinions on a broad 
range of factors relating to current and future issues within school, education and 
work. Among its findings, this survey shows that Australian young people believe 
very strongly in the notion of meritocracy, and the importance of educational success 
as the foundation for success as an adult. Most believed that things such as personal 
hard work, positive attitudes toward school, and personal ambition were key factors. 
Simultaneously, the students rated factors such as family background, race/ethnicity 
and social class as significantly less important influences upon educational success. 

Such findings suggest that students are not only very aware of an ever increasing 
emphasis upon education and training across various sectors, but also that the locus 
of control pertaining to education and work success lies within the individual. The fact 
that these opinions strongly mirror the tenets of the current government's policies 
within the frameworks of education, labour market and welfare provisions, calls into 
question the government's use of rhetoric that suggests otherwise. 

  

  

Introduction 

Many of the current federal government's 'youth' policies have been circulating within and 
around discourses of a perceived lack of work ethic and sense of social duty of young 
people, and a system which has been detrimental to their dedication to education and 
training, especially within the domain of the labour market, training and welfare. Such 
policies and their rationales, articulated through the push for the reworking of Australia's 
welfare system, and particularly through rationales for 'mutual obligation' arrangements, 
maintain that young people in general have a real need to be taught the value of education 
and training, a sense of social obligation and duty, work ethic and work skills, adaptability, 
entrepreneurship, and a willingness and ability to take personal responsibility (see, for 
example, Kemp, 1999; Howard, 1999). Kemp also claims that his government is dedicated 
to putting into place new policies which, unlike older ones, will make young people 
understand that they need to invest their time and energy in education and learning work 
skills. 

Such policy rationales are enunciated in terms easily linked to notions of social inclusion and 
social exclusion in communal and economic life. A lack of necessary attitudes and skills 
supposedly leads to unemployment, welfare dependency, low self-esteem, a lack of 



connection with the community, and therefore exclusion. Whereas policies embodying 
incentives, attitudes and values which encourage young people to take responsibility for 
their own future supposedly lead to a healthy participation in the labour market and society 
in general, and therefore inclusion. 

The Work for the Dole scheme, a major component of mutual obligation policy, has been 
touted as the new and improved way to ensure that these qualities are instilled and 
encouraged in Australia's young people (as well as benefiting the community). For example: 

"Work for the dole has not only provided young Australians with training and skills, 
social contact and restored the links with their communities. For so many it has 
ignited the work ethic fundamental to sustaining lasting work and broken forever the 
cycle of boredom and despair that was the bane of the young unemployed." 
(Howard,1999). 

Other government rhetoric implies that young people have not exhibited a sense of social 
obligation to train for work and "give something back to the community which supports them" 
previous to the introduction of the Work for the Dole scheme because they have not been 
asked or encouraged to do this. 

Mirroring the goals of new welfare arrangements, the National and Agreed Goals for 
Schooling in Australia (found in the National Reports on Schooling in Australia and published 
yearly by MCEETYA since 1989), recently overhauled since their inception in 1989, make 
clear which attributes young people should have acquired by the time they leave school. 
Among them, that students as outcomes of schooling should be (in addition to having 
attained high levels of knowledge in the key learning areas and in numeracy and literacy): 
self-confident; committed to preparing themselves for their roles as community and 
workforce members; able to be self-responsible; have employment related skills; and, have 
positive attitudes towards education and training (MCEETYA, 1999). 

The new National Goals also articulate equity concerns, stating that "Schooling should be 
socially just, so that . . . students' outcomes from schooling are free from the effects of 
negative forms of discrimination based on sex, language, culture and ethnicity, religion or 
disability; and of differences arising from students' socio-economic background or 
geographic location". The goals also claim that social justice should improve the outcomes 
of those students who are educationally disadvantaged so that they are on par with other 
students. 

The annual National Reports themselves focus heavily on equity programs and funding 
which target, define, and characterise these groups of "educationally disadvantaged" 
students. Target groups have changed little over the years of publication of these reports, 
and are reflective of traditional categories such as low SES, aboriginality, sex / gender, 
geographic isolation and NESB / ESL. The major concerns for these groups are statistical 
tendencies to underperform when compared to other students, or to leave school before 
completing Year 12. Gifted and talented students, also a targeted group since the push for 
their inclusion as an equity concern over the past few years, feature much less prominently. 

We can clearly see in both education and welfare policies the classic liberal educational 
stance of meritocracy as discussed by, inter alias, Marginson (1993). There is an emphasis 
on education and training as the primary tool for social mobility, accompanied by an 
emphasis on all students having the same educational opportunities and outcomes 
regardless of their social backgrounds. 



Even though the same central problematic is shown to exist here as within liberal 
educational policies based on meritocratic notions - the belief in individualised fulfilment of 
potential as the means by which to succeed in society, and the rejection of success as a 
product of individual differentiation - other significant issues arise. There is also a push for 
students' and young people's acquisition of work ethic and work-related skills, which are 
claimed to be lacking. 

To examine the central policy questions, a major element of the EGSIE youth survey sought 
to measure young people's beliefs in the meritocratic vision of school. As will be shown 
below, the results of this survey suggest that the central assumptions of the current federal 
government's policies that affect young people are, in fact, false. That is, contrary to notions 
that young people lack a strong work ethic or belief in individual responsibility, the young 
people surveyed by EGSIE demonstrate these youth strongly hold precisely to those beliefs. 

The simultaneous similarities and differences between the students' opinions and 
government policy and rhetoric raise several interesting questions when we recognise that 
these students' opinions are totally in line with government beliefs, however much of 
government policy is designed to correct the absence of some of these beliefs. 

Method 

Over the period of March to May 2000, 635 Australian school students in Years 9 and 10 
were surveyed as part of the EGSIE project in which Australia is involved. In addition to 
asking students about their backgrounds, and their opinions about Australia's international 
relations, the survey sought students' views on their educational and vocational aspirations, 
their views of themselves, and, of what they believe are the qualities which contribute to 
individual success both in school and after-school life. 

This paper restricts its focus to students' responses to a selection of items in the survey 
regarding: 

1. students' attitudes towards education; 

2. qualities believed to be important for success at school; 

3. students' attitudes towards work; 

4. qualities believed to be needed for success in working life; and, 

5. students' opinions on factors leading to social exclusion. 

Survey questions relating to these areas were all structured along a 5-point Likert scale 
(ranging from "totally disagree" to "totally agree" or from "not important" to "very important", 
with "don't know" as the middle ground response). In all of the five areas listed above, 
percentages of affirmative responses to survey items have been considered for this paper, 
as well as two factor analyses carried out in order to identify the underlying dimensions of 
students attitudes towards education, and qualities believed to be needed for success in 
working life. 

Analysis 

Students' attitudes towards education 



A factor analysis of variables concerning students' attitudes to education revealed that the 
two strongest factors in student responses were opinions about inequality at school (R2 = 
14.5%), and their faith in education (R2 = 12.5%). The percentages of affirmative responses 
(those selecting "partly agree" and "totally agree") are shown in Table 1 below. 

In their opinions about inequality, students largely rejected claims that teachers treat 
students belonging to specific social groups differently. These social groupings were listed in 
terms of sex, family background, and race/ethnicity in the survey. This can be understood as 
an indication of their belief in equality among students at school. (Interestingly, a higher 
percentage of students believed that teachers favoured girls than the percentage of those 
believing that teachers favoured boys (32.5% as opposed to 7.6%), with little sex difference 
between the responses of the students.) 

However, students strongly believed that support for students with difficulties was important 
(79.8% agreement), as well as a strong belief in the school systems taking into account the 
'special needs of gifted students' (65.4%). 

In terms of faith in education, survey results show that this is quite strong in students. Almost 
85% of them partly or totally agreed that "it's worthwhile to study in order to succeed in life", 
83% agreed that "everyone can succeed at school if they try hard" (another rejection of 
inequality), and over 60% agreed that "education is the best solution to the unemployment 
problem" and "the better it is citizens are educated, the better it is for the nation". 

Two other items which did not fall into these categories after factor analysis, but which do 
have significance to these factors are included here: almost 80% of these students believed 
that those with learning difficulties should be given special treatment ; and just under half of 
them agreed that more important learning takes place outside of the school. 

Table 1. Students' attitudes towards education - % affirmative responses ("partly 
agree" + "totally agree"). 

Faith in education  

It's worthwhile to study in order to succeed in life 84.8% 

Education is the best solution to the unemployment problem 64.6% 

The better its citizens are educated, the better it is for the nation 63.1% 

It is not necessary to have a high level of education to get a job, as long as you 
have work experience 59.4% 

Everyone can succeed at school, if they try hard 83.0% 

Opinions about equality  

Teachers typically favour girls 32.5% 

Teachers typically favour boys 7.6% 



Teachers treat pupils differently according to their family backgrounds 23.1% 

Teachers treat pupils differently according to their race / ethnicity 17.7% 

The education system should take into account the special needs of gifted students 65.4% 

Other  

Teaching should support, in particular, those students with learning difficulties 79.8% 

You can learn more, and more important things, outside school than inside school 46.3% 

Qualities believed to be important for success at school 

Hard work was considered by most strongly identified item as an important factor in success 
at school, with 92.2% of students answering in the affirmative (see Chart 1, below). A 
positive attitude to schoolwork was the next most strongly identified factor for success in 
school, followed by students' own abilities and talents, and quickness to adapt to new things. 
It is interesting to note that almost two thirds of the students believe that "behaving as 
teachers want" is important. On the whole, parents' wealth was not believed to be as 
important as these factors, nor was their education. These differences reflect the data about 
faith in education where it was found that students believed in the inherent equality of 
students regardless of their social backgrounds. 

Chart 1. Factors seen as important for success in school - % affirmative responses 
("quite important" + "very important"). 

 



Students' attitudes towards work 

While there are often strong community and political perceptions that young people lack a 
sense of work ethic, the data from the youth survey shows this is not the case, with almost 
78.4% of students agreeing that "it is the duty of every healthy citizen to work", and only 
21.5% of students agreeing that they would prefer not to work than to have a boring or 
monotonous job. However, less than 40% of the students agree that "people deteriorate if 
they don't work for their living". 

 

Qualities believed to be needed for success in working life 

Opinions about the qualities needed for success in working life fell into two categories after 
factor analysis: what we have called (1) 'the competitive edge' (R2 = 39.8%), and (2) 
'universalistic work values' (R2 = 10.1%, see Table 2). While the qualities in both groupings 
can all be seen as generic and individual work values, the first demonstrates that a key 
theme is personal competitive edge. 

Table 2. Factor Analysis: Qualities needed for success in working life. 

 
'The competitive 
edge' 

'Universal work 
values' 

Hard work 0.127 0.725 
Specific job training 0.197 0.719 
Wide, all round education 0.15 0.682 
Own abilities and talents 0.524 0.382 
Ambition and willingness to compete with 
others 0.454 0.415 

Appropriate personal features and attitudes 0.793 0.059 
Appropriate outlooks and habits 0.667 0.311 
Good relationships with the right people 0.687 0.111 



Flexibility and ability to change 0.558 0.39 
Good skills in human relations and 
communication 0.354 0.599 

Eigenvalues 3.98 1 
R2 (variance explained) 39.8% 10.1% 

 

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser 
Normalisation, converged to 3 iterations. 

Chart 3 below shows the percentages of affirmative responses to qualities necessary for 
success in working life. It shows the two groups of qualities identified by the factor analysis: 
'the competitive edge', and more 'universal work values'. 

In the first group of qualities, we see that, according to these students, the most important 
component of success here is hard work (91.1% of responses were affirmative in total, of 
which 60.4% were "very important"). Specific job training was the next most important factor, 
followed by good skills in human relations and communication. Despite slightly lower positive 
responses to a "wide, all-round education", 79.6% of students still agreed that education is 
important for success in working life, mirroring data reported above. 

In the second group, over 80% of students believed that a person's own abilities and talents, 
as well as their capacity to be flexible were quite or very important. Good relationships with 
the right people, ambition and willingness to compete, having appropriate personal features 
and attitudes, and having appropriate outlooks and habits were important also, with between 
70% and 80% of students answering in the affirmative. 

 



Chart 3. The qualities important for success in working life - % affirmative responses 
("quite important" + "very important"). 

Students' opinions of factors leading to social exclusion 

Chart 4, below, summarises student responses when asked about their opinions on factors 
that lead to social exclusion. Students rated poor education and being unemployed as the 
two highest factors: "poor education" and "being unemployed" were nearly equally cited 
(75.8% and 74.5%, respectively), as the main factors leading to social exclusion. The next 
highest reasons for exclusion in social life were "not being assertive enough" (53.4%) and 
"unwillingness to compete with other people" (51.2%). These demonstrate the competitive 
edge mentioned earlier. Being from a "poor home" was rated lower than other factors 
(33.6% agreement). 

 

Chart 4. Opinions on factors leading to social exclusion - % affirmative responses ("quite 
important" + "very 



important"). 

 

  

Discussion 

The results of this survey show that participating students have a very strong faith in 
education as a means to "succeed in life" at the same time that they see a lack of education 
as a factor which can lead to social exclusion. However, not only is education seen as being 
useful on an individual level: the students indicated that education was an advantage for the 
nation as a whole, and that they believe education can be a valuable solution to the 
unemployment problem. That is, unsurprisingly, education is considered by the vast majority 
of these students to be an all-round good thing for both the individual and the community. 

The students' simultaneous support for education and study, and their rejection of both the 
school and work experience as prime sites for learning and job training respectively, can be 
taken to indicate that they have a strong belief in further education for success. This, of 
course, has been an ever strengthening belief across the board, and many of the successive 
changes to government policy (such as Youth Allowance and apprenticeship schemes) are 
designed to reflect and encourage this. 

However, the students' rejection that work experience alone is on level pegging with 
education in terms of its usefulness for gaining employment, but at the same time rating 
specialised training highly, puts a question mark over the current federal government's 
rhetoric for the introduction of the Work for the Dole scheme as part of its Mutual Obligation 
requirements. Tony Abbott, Federal Minister for Employment Services, emphasises Work for 
the Dole as a "work experience programme" (media release February 17, 1999). Abbott also 
says in the same media statement: "the government believes that the best training for work 
is work itself". 

Many other government media releases tout the Work for the Dole scheme as one which 
has as its aims focused on developing young people's work ethic. Abbott himself articulates 



this in reference to school leavers (media release April 19, 1999). This survey has shown 
that work ethic is not something which is lacking in these students as such a claim implies. A 
high percentage of the students agreed that: "it is the duty of every healthy citizen to work"; 
being "hard working" is important for success; and, being unemployed is one of the 
important factors leading to social exclusion. Such positive responses to these three items 
clearly show that such a generalised assumption about young people by the government is 
misguided. 

Recognition of a poor education and unemployment as the most influential factors leading to 
social exclusion also reflect government policy and policy rhetoric. However, while the 
students agree that unemployment is a factor which can lead to social exclusion, they do not 
reject it is as either a possibility for themselves in the future (a preferred option over boring 
or monotonous work), or as something which alone can have a deteriorating effect upon 
people. So, we see that while the students believe in their sense of duty to society as a 
whole to work, they do not believe to the same extent that work is necessary for their own 
personal well-being. Such beliefs demonstrate that government rhetoric which points to the 
general lack of social obligation of young people is also somewhat misguided. 

The majority of the students' indication that hard work is most important for success in both 
education and in work, along with their indications that one's own abilities and talents, having 
the ability to change and adopt new things, and being ambitious and competitive, are 
important, all show that they believe that what one personally puts into both education and 
work is proportional to success. Exclusion, according to the majority of the students, can be 
caused by a lack of personal attributes of self-assurance and self-responsibility (such as 
being assertive and willing to compete). Thus, we can read that for these students, the locus 
of control for success or failure lies within the individual and the way the individual conducts 
her- or him- self. This personal, and even inter-personal, emphasis is also reflected in the 
fact that the majority of students rated having good relationships with the right people (in the 
case of education, with teachers but not necessarily other students) as important. 

Such an emphasis on the individual also reflects new government education and welfare 
policy in its purpose to encourage self-responsibility for learning and interacting with the 
social and economic spheres of life, adaptability and flexibility, and ambition. Government 
rhetoric emphasises that the causes of youth unemployment and exclusion are individual 
and social concerns rather than simply economic concerns. For the students, external forces 
such as the world economy have less to do with social exclusion than a lack in certain 
personal attributes, concurring with this view. 

The rejection of the significance of particular and traditionally recognised forms of 
disadvantage further strengthens this observation. There were relatively lower levels of 
agreement with parents' affluence or education as having a significant influence on success 
at school, or parents' affluence as having a significant effect on social exclusion, as well as 
the rejection of teachers' differential treatment of students from various social groups. The 
students' strong belief in equity is also reflected in their support for measures which assist 
those students who have learning difficulties. 

These findings are consistent with current education policy and rhetoric in Australia: there is 
a strong belief in equality of groups traditionally defined as being disadvantaged, but there is 
also a strong belief in differential treatment of those at either end of the supposed learning 
spectrum - those with learning difficulties and those who are seen as gifted and talented. 
However, the students' support for gifted students' differential treatment, though, does not 
necessarily reflect a belief in equity, even though 'giftedness' has been subsumed within 
educational equity discourses. Rather, it is a further indication of their belief in meritocratic 
ideals, of individualism and taking advantage of one's own assets. 



Conclusion 

The significance of the disparities between the government's construction of young people 
as needing to learn work ethic, a sense of social obligation, dedication to work and training, 
and belief in individual responsibility and capacities for one's own social mobility, and the 
way that these young people have constructed themselves in these respects, needs to be 
questioned. 

One might assume that these young people have bought into the rhetoric, and that this is 
reflected in the data. This claim is questionable, firstly, because the students reject key 
components of those policies and rhetoric: namely that work experience alone is of some 
worth, or that there is great personal worth of having any job. Secondly, any belief that these 
students have come to these views recently is also questionable. A more tenable argument 
would be that these young people's attitudes are the product of a socialisation which has 
been taking place over quite a number of years, through more general social channels. 
Indeed, some writers have claimed that there has been a wider social shift to the right taking 
place for some time of which young people are part (for example, Reid et al., 1998). 

This, then, begs the question: why does the current federal government claim that young 
people are otherwise to the way they are when creating, amending, and then selling 
education and welfare policies for them? And if these policies are designed to eliminate 
newly articulated deficits, what is their use and purpose if these deficits do not exist? 

It would seem that the current federal government may be simply clinging to long-standing 
discourses about young people and have failed to notice any change. The concern for young 
people not having the 'right' attitudes has perhaps become so entrenched within Australian 
culture (and similarly in other Western countries), and especially within the discourses of 
youth, education and unemployment benefits, that their construction as lacking in 
appropriate features and dispositions continues to be taken for granted, and thus 
perpetuated. Government policy rhetoric is instrumental in the perpetuation of such beliefs. 

This construction of the young will undoubtedly continue to be perpetuated, and even 
strengthened, by this current federal government and many more governments to come. For 
while youth's shortfalls remain a concern in the wider society, there will always be popular 
terms in which the government can couch reform on many other levels. It is of no 
consequence whether the government is aware of young people's positive attitudes towards 
education, training and work, as long as the traditional discourses remain open and flowing, 
because it gives them a way of convincing the community that something needs to be done. 
And a policy which is touted as eliminating social and moral problems is always more 
attractive and popular to the people than one which is articulated in purely economic terms. 
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APPENDIX 1. Survey questions. 

1. What are your opinions about education? Circle the choice which is closest to your 
own opinion. 

  Totally 
disagree 

Partly 
disagree 

Don't 
know 

Partly 
agree 

Totally 
agree 

You can learn more, and more important things 
outside school than in school 1 2 3 4 5 

It's worthwhile to study in order to succeed in 
life 1 2 3 4 5 

Education is the best solution to the 
unemployment problem 1 2 3 4 5 

The better its citizens are educated, the better it 
is for the nation 1 2 3 4 5 

It is not necessary to have a high level of 
education to get a job, as long as you have 
work experience 

1 2 3 4 5 

Everyone can succeed at school, if they try 
hard 1 2 3 4 5 

Teachers typically favour girls 1 2 3 4 5 

Teachers typically favour boys 1 2 3 4 5 

Teachers treat pupils differently according to 
their family backgrounds 1 2 3 4 5 

Teachers treat pupils differently according to 
their race / ethnicity 1 2 3 4 5 

The education system should take into account 
the special needs of gifted students 1 2 3 4 5 

Teaching should support, in particular, those 
students with difficulties 1 2 3 4 5 

 

2. How important are the following factors in succeeding at school? Circle the 
choice which is closest to your own opinion. 

  No 
importance 

Not very 
important 

Don't 
know 

Quite 
important 

Very 
important 

Hard work 1 2 3 4 5 

Own abilities and talents 1 2 3 4 5 

Ambition and willingness to compete 
with others 1 2 3 4 5 



Positive attitude towards school work 1 2 3 4 5 

Behaving as teachers want 1 2 3 4 5 

Quick to adopt new things 1 2 3 4 5 

Popularity among other pupils 1 2 3 4 5 

Rich parents 1 2 3 4 5 

Highly educated parents 1 2 3 4 5 

  

3. What kind of attitude do you have toward the following statements about work. 
Circle the choice which is closest to your own opinion. 

  Totally 
disagree 

Partly 
disagree 

Don't 
know 

Partly 
agree 

Totally 
agree 

It is the duty of every healthy citizen to earn 
their living by working 1 2 3 4 5 

If people don't have to work for their living, 
they deteriorate 1 2 3 4 5 

I would prefer being unemployed over 
doing boring and monotonous work 1 2 3 4 5 

 

4. How important are the following qualities for success in working life? Circle the 
choice which is closest to your own opinion. 

  No 
importance 

Not very 
important 

Don't 
know 

Quite 
important 

Very 

important 

Hard work 1 2 3 4 5 

Specific job training 1 2 3 4 5 

Wide, all-round education 1 2 3 4 5 

Own abilities and talents 1 2 3 4 5 

Ambition and willingness to compete 
with others 1 2 3 4 5 

Appropriate personal features and 
attitudes 1 2 3 4 5 



Appropriate outlook and habits 1 2 3 4 5 

Good relationships with the right 
people 1 2 3 4 5 

Flexibility and ability to change 1 2 3 4 5 

Good skills in human relations and 
communication 1 2 3 4 5 

 

5. What kind of things do you believe make it hard for people to succeed in 
modern society? Circle the choice which is closest to your own opinion. 

  Totally 
disagree 

Partly 
disagree 

Don't 

know 

Partly 
agree Totally 

agree 

Being unemployed 1 2 3 4 5 

Poor education 1 2 3 4 5 

Not being assertive enough 1 2 3 4 5 

Unwillingness to compete with other people 1 2 3 4 5 

Unwillingness to take risks in life 1 2 3 4 5 

Poor home 1 2 3 4 5 

Politicians' incompetence to manage the 
affairs of the country 1 2 3 4 5 

Worldwide changes in the economy 1 2 3 4 5 

  

  



APPENDIX 2. Factor loadings of the variables concerning two dimensions of 
educational attitudes. 

 Equality Faith 
It's worthwhile to study in order to succeed in life -0.071 .729 
Education is the best solution to the unemployment problem 0.044 .656 
The better its citizens are educated, the better it is for the nation .155 .620 
Everyone can succeed at school, if they try hard -.160 .578 
Teachers typically favour girls .665 0.014 

Teachers typically favour boys .494 0.025 

Teachers treat pupils differently according to their family backgrounds .709 -0.062 
Teachers treat pupils differently according to their race / ethnicity .750 -0.059 
Eigenvalues 2.4 2.1 
R2 (variance explained) 14.5% 12.5% 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser 
Normalization, converged in 5 iterations. 

 


