For a moment, I want you to think back to your days in high school. What was it like? For most of us our experience with education was with the mainstream model. Year 7 to 12, 9 'til 3.30, in large sized classrooms with a rigid structure and rules. I imagine that for most of you, finishing year 12 was a fairly critical step and an important milestone. So, what worked for you? How did you get to be sitting where you are here today? I'd also like you to think about the role that your family played in your education. What were their expectations of you and how did their attitudes towards education influence yours? Completion of year 12 is a national priority. A person's education is linked to occupational opportunities, income, knowledge and skills that all play an important role in the life opportunities experienced throughout adulthood.

My research is a study of an alternative high school here in Melbourne. A school for kids who have disengaged from mainstream education. My research is exploring the role of this school in re-engaging students. I am also interested in these students' experiences of school in the context of their family life. What are their family members' experiences of, and attitudes towards, education? One of the things that made me really curious about this school was the principal telling me that some of the parents have actually enquired about enrolling at the school themselves.

So for some young people, their home environment actively works against them and their ability to complete school. It's not always overt. It might be that no one in their family has ever finished school, so they've entered school with an assumption that they won't either. Or perhaps it's something more overt. Maybe they live in a chaotic environment, maybe they live with a parent who has a mental illness who can't always get them to school on time, or perhaps they have to stay home to help take care of their siblings or their parent. Interestingly, what I've heard from some of the students at this school already, is that many will be the first in the family to finish school or to have a job. So I'm interested in is, what is it about this school that's doing this? Is it their 50-50 teaching social work model? Or is it something else? What we already know from the research is that parental attitudes regarding education play a crucial role in a young person's experience with school. A recent Australian study found that 12% of young people did not intend to complete year 12. Why? Because they believed that their parents didn't want them to.

Everyone has a right to education. My thesis is about understanding what elements of this school help young people who have disengaged and then re-engaged from education. My goal is to share the experiences of disadvantaged young people who don't fit in mainstream schools with educators, policymakers and the health and welfare sector. I want them to understand how our education system can be improved to break cycles of disengagement within families, and to improve the life opportunities of all young Australians and future generations to come.

