


Overview

Preparing young people for digital futures

This report sets out findings from 

research undertaken by ABCN in March-

April 2021. The purpose of the research 

was to understand the preparedness for 
digital futures of young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, including the 

impact of the digital divide, with a lens on 

how this has changed through COVID. 

The research highlights the substantial 
disparities in access to technology to support 

learning, pre-COVID. Encouragingly, there has 
been a significant digital upskilling of students 

and educators through the pandemic. Notably, 
both students and teachers have evidenced 
stronger interest in digital skills since the 

pandemic began. However, shortfalls in digital 
access and teaching skills remain key barriers to 
ongoing development of digital capabilities.

While the research has uncovered acute gaps in 
digital access, it also points to far-reaching 
consequences for digitally disadvantaged young 

people, that extend into their working lives.

The clear message to emerge from schools in 
this research is that there are three dimensions 

to supporting students’ and teachers’ 
participation in digital learning and work: 

▸ devices/connectivity (primarily affecting 
students)

▸ digital proficiency (affecting both educators 
and students)

▸ digital context (understanding of the 
application of digital skills, affecting both 
educators and students)

As students and schools continue to adapt to an 

online environment, research on mitigating the 
impacts of digital disadvantage is timely. In this 

light, the growing digital aspirations of students 
and teachers, captured in ABCN’s research, are 
encouraging. This motivation suggests an 

opportunity for partnership between schools, 
government and business sectors in preparing 
disadvantaged young people for the 

increasingly digitised worlds of education 
and work.

In this report we discuss how best 

to prepare young people for 

digital futures, particularly in light 

of shifts in educational delivery 

since COVID.

We consider the role of educators 

as the gateway to students’ 

technological skills and outline a 

role for external partners to support 

schools in adapting to an 

increasingly digitised world.

The top three methods of support 

from business that schools 

identified were1:

▸ Building student engagement 

with opportunities in 

technology, from school to the 

future world of work

▸ Ensuring equitable digital 

access

▸ Supporting educators to build 

digital capabilities
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Introduction
Only a quarter of ABCN partner schools (27%) reported students had 
adequate access to computers when the pandemic struck2

The pandemic school closures in 

March 2020 were unprecedented 
and required a rapid, profound shift 
in educational delivery in schools 
across Australia. 

The closures forced schools and 

students to operate remotely in 

circumstances for which few were 

prepared – or equipped. Remote 

schooling also exposed the wide gap 

between students’ home-learning 

environments. Gaps in digital access 

in Australia are well-documented; as 

few as 33% of the most 

disadvantaged households have a 

fixed internet connection, compared 

to over 95% of advantaged 

households.3

The shift to online platforms 

amplified the effects of unequal 
access to digital technology for 
those from low socio-economic 
(SES) backgrounds. 

Overnight, use of, and engagement 

with, technology became 

fundamental to continuity of 

learning. For young people from 

poorer families, lack of digital access 

often reflects a combination of 

barriers, including devices, 

connectivity, space to work, and 

parental support with technology.

Schools in ABCN’s network are 

typically low-SES. In our 
experience, and that of our schools 
and partners, students completing 
school often lack the basic digital 
skills required by the workplace. 

With the digital transformation of 

education, and a projected 90% of 

future jobs requiring digital literacy 

skills4, understanding the barriers to 

building digital capabilities across all 

Australian young people, and how to 

overcome these, is crucial. 
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Methodology

ABCN’s Digital Futures survey

In March and April 2021, ABCN carried out 

research with the purpose of 

understanding the effects of the digital 

divide pre- and since COVID for schools 
and students in our network. 

The survey was conducted online and sent to 

principals and technology teachers at over 

500 schools, covering each state and territory 

where ABCN has a footprint. The response 

rate was just under 10%. 

The survey contained mainly quantitative 

responses, although there were opportunities 

for some open-ended responses. Quantitative 

data from this survey has been analysed 

using Excel. The qualitative data has been 

coded using a thematic analysis approach. 

For reporting purposes those who strongly 

disagreed or disagreed have been aggregated 

and reported as disagreed. Likewise, those 

who strongly agreed or agreed have been 

aggregated and reported as agreed.

In this report, pre-COVID refers to the point in 

time preceding the March 2020 pandemic 

school closures. Since COVID refers to the 

point at which the research was carried out, in 

March and April 2021, at which time, schools 

had largely returned to face-to-face teaching.

Background to                        

the research

ABCN first sought the views of 

principals at our partner schools in 

March 2020 to investigate 

how students were affected by the 

rapid digitisation of schooling catalysed 

by COVID, and how our partners could 

help. The valuable insight partner 

schools generated informed our 

response, co-ordinated with our 

member companies network, to 

address the digital divide in low-income 

schools.

This response included the 2021 Digital 

Futures survey (reported here) and the 

formation of the CEO Council Digital 

Sub-group.  ABCN also  expanded our 

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 

Reporting Authority (ACARA) review 

submission project to include business 

perceptions of digital skills gaps for high 

school students. Selected findings from 

our consultation with member 

companies are included in this report 

where relevant.3
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Key Findings
COVID exposed disparities in digital access, 
skills and attitudes for disadvantaged young 
people

▸ Only a quarter (27%) of schools 

surveyed considered student access to 

devices adequate pre-COVID. This 
estimate has grown to 60% since 
COVID.

▸ Student access to data/internet for 

education was considered adequate by 

31% of schools pre-COVID, rising to 58% 
since COVID.

▸ Schools are more positive overall about 

students’ digital skills since COVID: 84% 
believe students recognise the value of 

digital skills, and 75% agree students are 

developing digital skills for the 

workplace.

▸ Schools saw significant growth in 

teachers’ digital skills and attitudes 

since COVID; motivation to improve 
their technological capabilities has risen 
sharply, reported by 96% of those 

surveyed, up from 58%.

▸ Schools’ understanding of digital skills 

required for the workplace still lags 
some way behind other measures, 

despite growth; 58% report having 

current knowledge in this area. 

▸ Only half of schools surveyed (50%) 

express confidence in their ability to 

attract digital educators, a significant 

constraint to schools’ and teachers’ 
reported aspirations to lift their 
digital capabilities.

ABCN’s own 

experience

The shift to digital learning forced a 

rethink of how ABCN delivered its 

services, and what services it provided. 

To participate in online learning, 

students needed both digital hardware 

and access to the internet - a barrier for 

many of ABCN’s students. ABCN 

responded with Laptops4Learning, an 

emergency initiative that has provided 

1976 devices to date from member 

companies, distributing these in schools 

participating in our programs.

ABCN also facilitated the provision of 

data through a partnership with Optus, 

to equip students in low-SES areas with 

internet and data access, allowing them 

to learn remotely.

Our transition to digital delivery of 

many of our programs supported 

young people to continue building 

digital capabilities  – while highlighting 

the stark disparities in digital access and 

capabilities within schools.
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Background evidence 1
How does remote learning affect 
disadvantaged students?

When schools closed in March 2020, it was 
broadly anticipated that the shift would be 
detrimental to learning. 

Of particular concern was the impact on 

learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

following the rationale that these students are 

likely to be less well equipped for learning 

online and more heavily affected by multiple 

negative impacts of the outbreak. Notably, the 

economic impacts of the pandemic 

disproportionately affected the less well-off, 

deepening financial hardship for families 

facing insecure jobs and incomes.5

Research commissioned by the Australian 

Government concluded that COVID is likely to 

have significantly greater impact on low-

income students, compared to the better off, 

due to gaps in basic resources needed to 

support learning.6

A rapid evidence review for the Education 

Endowment Foundation (EEF) in the UK 

estimated that the school closures could 

reverse a decade’s progress made in closing 

the attainment gap between disadvantaged 

children and their peers.7

Effective remote learning requires broad 

digital inclusion. Yet an estimated 31% of low-

income families have no more than one 

device per household.8 Those with only 

mobile access to the internet, or in 

households in the bottom quintile, have the 

lowest digital inclusion rates in Australia.9

COVID highlighted digital disparities among 

young people; for example, NSW Education 

estimated 10% of students across the state 

lacked access to data and devices to 

participate in online learning.10 Among the 

schools in ABCN’s network, this shortage 

affected up to 50% of students.

‘Being in a low socio-economic 

area, highest priority is access to 

relevant technology (not phones) 

so students can access skills 

development for digital literacy.’

Educator

‘In the school I work at, students 

generally don't have access to 

technology at home for learning 

beyond perhaps a phone or one 

shared device for the whole 

family.’

Educator
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Background evidence 2
How does digital disadvantage affect 
students?

Continuity of learning during school closures 

is highly reliant on the technological 

proficiency of both students and families. Yet 

not all parents possess the resources, 

knowledge or digital skills needed to support 

their children with the challenges of remote 

learning. 

Research by The Mitchell Institute estimates 

the parental support divide is a significant 

additional factor in the disruption to learning 

faced by poorer students.11 Young people from 

the lowest-SES backgrounds already face 

significantly worse educational outcomes than 

their better-off peers; 33.2% leave school 

without attaining a Year 12 or equivalent 

qualification, compared with 8.2% of the most 

advantaged.12

Evidence on the longer-term impacts of 

COVID school closures on students is only 

emerging. Existing evidence, however, points 

to digital disadvantage arising not only from 

lack of access to hardware and connectivity, 

but from low confidence and engagement. 

Data from PISA 2018 showed a correlation 

between students from low-income families 

and low levels of interest and ability in, and 

capacity for, working independently with 

technology. 

With an estimated 90% of future jobs 

requiring digital literacy skills13, young people 

who are left behind the digital transformation 

are at significant risk of exclusion when it 

comes to long-term employment prospects.

‘Young people living in low-income 

households have…more limited 

access to support and resources 

that help form a foundation for 

learning.'

CIRES/Mitchell Institute

‘Access - great inequity due to 

financial situations. Students know 

it is important to have digital skills, 

but they are still not really aware of 

what these skills are.’

Educator
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Findings: students 1

How have digital capabilities changed since COVID?

ABCN’S research indicates there 
has been a significant shift in 

access to, and proficiency in, 
technology among students since 
the start of the pandemic. 

Notably, the perceived value of 
digital skills now outstrips all other 
measures surveyed. 

However, significant shortfalls in 
digital access remain a key barrier 
to developing student capabilities 

further. Gaps remain too in 
understanding how digital skills 

are applied in the world of work 
and careers, and in supporting 
teachers to build students’ 

technology proficiency (see 
Findings: Teachers).

‣ While schools reported the 

greatest growth in levels of 
student access to devices to 

meet their educational needs, 

two-fifths were not confident 
students have sufficient device 

access.

‣ Student access to data/internet 

for remote learning is estimated 

to have increased nearly two-
fold, though two in five schools 

do not consider students are 

adequately equipped

‣ Significant growth was reported 

in how students value digital 

skills – the highest ranked 
measure overall.

‣ Schools were markedly more 

confident about students’ digital 
skills: over three-quarters 

reported students were 

developing digital skills for the 
workplace.

‣ Students’ interest in technology 

careers showed only modest 

growth, with a sizeable - and 
sustained - gulf between male 

and female students.

27%
31%

60%

48%

40%

67%

60%
58%

85%

77%

48%

77%

Our students
have access to
computers to

meet their
educational

needs

Our students
have access to

data / internet to
get most from
their education

Our students
recognise the
importance of

digital skills

Our students are
building the
digital skills

needed for the
world of work

Our female
students are
interested in

careers in
technology

Our male
students are
interested in

careers in
technology

% of schools who agreed / strongly agreed with 
statements

Pre-COVID Now
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Findings: students 2
What are the implications for students’ digital 
futures?

Students from low-SES schools face      

particular barriers in building digital skills and 

competencies. These start with, but are not 

limited to, access to technology at home       

and school.

The survey showed that only 48% of schools 

considered students were building digital skills 

relevant to employment pre-COVID. In ABCN’s 

experience, and that of our schools and 

partners, students completing school often 

lack the digital skills required for successful 

workplace entry in general roles. 

These gaps persist despite the competencies 

currently outlined in the current ICT 

Curriculum. ABCN’s consultations with 

partners also identified gaps in students’ 

understanding of technology norms, basic 

software operation, data, and in attitudes to 

technology.14

While the pandemic school closures 

have exposed stark disparities in students’ 

resources, they have also contributed to a 

marked growth in digital proficiency and 

dispositions. The upswing in students’ digital 

skills, evident from the survey, and the value 

students attach to these capabilities, reflect 

this positive shift.

Yet despite modest growth in aspirations to  

technology careers overall, the sustained gulf 

between females and males suggests that 

technology use alone does not translate into 

aspiration. Research into the drivers for male 

and female occupational choices illuminates 

the divergence here; altruism is cited as a 

career motivation by a significant proportion 

of girls.15 Career-related education that 

emphasises, and exposes students to, the 

breadth of technology careers that ‘fit’ this 

motivation could meaningfully address the 

imbalance.

‘I believe that unless the basics are 

covered then there is no point in 

going any further.  Technology 

teaching is hampered by the fact 

that the students do not have 

access at home to computers and 

therefore struggle with even the 

basic skills.’

Educator

‘The shift in perspective for 

students has been huge. This is an 

opportunity to really highlight the 

need for digital skills in the future.’

Educator
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Findings: Teachers 1

How have digital capabilities changed since COVID?

Schools reported a 

substantial digital upskilling 
among teachers through 

the 2020 wave of the 
pandemic, with 
considerable shifts in 

teachers’ digital proficiency 
and motivation to extend 

their skills further. 

However, schools’ digital 

capacity is limited by their 

ability to attract appropriately 
skilled staff. Significantly, 

teachers’ motivation is often 

unmatched by an equivalent 

understanding of technology 
requirements for the 
workplace, which is likely to 

constrain students’ 
development of digital 

capabilities.

▸ Schools reported the greatest 

growth in teachers’ ability to 
implement  technology skills in the 
classroom; over 80% of those 
surveyed gave a positive rating of 

teachers’ digital proficiency.

▸ Teacher motivation to improve 
digital skills - the highest ranked 

measure – was estimated to be 
almost universal, at 96% (up from 
58%), perhaps reflecting their 

nascent experience of delivering 
online classes. 

▸ Estimates of teachers’ interest in, 

and understanding of, technology 
for the workplace, despite growth, 
still lag some way behind most 

measures. This may reflect the 
relatively recent adoption of digital 
ways of working for many teachers.

▸ Only half of schools surveyed were 

confident of being able to attract 
digital educators; a significant 
constraint to schools’ ability to lift 

their digital capabilities.

44%

58%

38%
42%

60%

38%

81%

96%

65%

58%

90%

50%

Teachers in my
school have the
digital skills to

use technology
to great

advantage  in
their teaching

Teachers in my
school are

interested in
improving their

digital skills

Teachers in my
school are

interested in the
latest changes to
technology and

technology
careers

Teachers in my
school

understand what
digital skills are

required for
success in the
world of work

Teachers in my
school feel

supported to
deve lop their
digital skills

Our school is
able to attract
the teachers

with capabilit ies
to teach digital

skills

% of schools who agreed / strongly agreed 
with statements

Pre-COVID Now
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Findings: teachers 2
What are the implications for teachers as 
digital gatekeepers?

The shift to online schooling in March 2020 

confronted teachers with a wide-ranging and 

urgent need for digital upskilling to effect the 

transition. Teachers met the substantial extra 

demands by working longer hours, often 

collaborating to master the demands of new 

digital platforms and practices.  Our research 

and that of others reflects this effort.16 Schools 

report, however, that significant barriers 

inhibit their continued digital development. 

Successful integration of technology into 

education assumes not only access to devices 

and connectivity, but a corresponding level of 

digital capability that schools often struggle to 

build, despite strong motivation. Difficulties in 

attracting technology educators are still 

widespread - and may be more acutely felt in 

hard-to-staff schools. 

How schools are to match their digital 

aspirations with the resources to achieve 

them is an ongoing challenge.

Simultaneously, the rapid adjustment to new 

modes of learning, and the increased visibility 

of teachers at work during periods of remote 

learning, have raised recognition of the skills 

and expertise of the profession.17 The shift has 

arguably consolidated teachers’ role as both 

technology users and educators.

If teachers are at the gateway to students’ 

technology capabilities for future study and 

work, their engagement with digital 

technologies is foundational.  What has 

become self-evident through this period of 

flux is the compelling need to support 

educators to make the most effective use of 

technology in their classrooms, virtual or face-

to-face, through continuous upskilling.

‘To teach these skills our staff first 

have to have an understanding 

and willingness to become       

tech-savvy.’

Educator

‘COVID has meant that a lot of staff 

came to the realisation that at the 

school I work at, we don't teach 

enough basic ICT knowledge.’

Educator

‘I think access to tech is our 

greatest issue. From there, by 

upskilling staff, they can continue 

to embed technology in their 

teaching programs.'

Educator
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Findings: business community 1

What support do schools value most?

Schools were asked to rank 

their top three ways in which 

the business community can 

best support young people 
to gain digital access and 
skills for future work 

pathways. 

The most valued approaches 

centred on promoting 
technology or workplace 

exposure and engagement 

rather than the acquisition of 
specific digital skills.

▸ Nearly half of schools (44%) saw 

a significant role for business in 

exposing students to career 
opportunities in technology and 

embedding students’ 

understanding of digital skills 
across a range of career 

pathways.

▸ Providing access to devices for 
remote learning is considered a 

priority by 42%, reflecting both 

the shortfall for many students 
and the role that ABCN 

businesses have played to 

bridge this.

▸ Clarifying workplace 

requirements for digital skills is  

a key area where business can 

support students in developing 
work-readiness.

13%

13%

25%

29%

31%

38%

42%

44%

44%

Supporting teachers to build targeted digital skills
e.g., use of particular tools

Supporting students to develop particular
technical skills in students e.g., coding workshops

Exposing teachers to the latest changes in
technology/ evolving technology careers

Supporting teachers to build broad digital skills

Supporting students to have access to adequate
internet/ data at home

Providing clarity around what digital skills are
needed in the working world

Supporting students to have access to
computers at home

He lping students understand the importance of
digital skills across all careers

Exposing students to careers and opportunity in
technology

Most valuable role business can play in      
supporting students

% ranking in top 3
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Findings: business community 2
What are the implications for supporting 
schools?

The school responses presented here 
highlight a pivotal role for community 
partners, including business, in building the 
technology pathway between schools, 
students and the world of work. 

Schools see real value in partnering with 

business, through experiential learning 

opportunities, to make visible to students 

what may seem of little relevance to them, 

translating technological capabilities into 

real-world settings.

Confidence among schools is relatively modest 

when it comes to the digital capabilities students 
require for successful transitions to work. There 
is an opportunity for business to build a 

sustained dialogue with educators about the 
value of digital capabilities – including both 

literacy and mindset – and how they are applied 
in the world of work. Programs that complement 
the school curriculum, embedding digital 

literacy, mindset, work-readiness skills, and 
providing opportunities for engagement with 
employers can meet schools at their point 

of need.

Accelerating demand for digital capabilities in 
the workplace underscores the need for  

technology capabilities to be continuously 
addressed within education.  Schools tell us that 
business has a unique role to fulfil here, fostering 

students’ understanding of digital capabilities in 
a workplace context, and laying the foundations 
for adulthood in an increasingly skills-based 

economy.  ABCN’s member companies echo 
this viewpoint, stressing the importance of 
embedding the working world context into the 

digital curriculum.

Schools continue to look to the business 

community for support in mitigating the gap 
faced by disadvantaged students in access to 
devices and connectivity, without which they will 

struggle to progress in capability. However, 
addressing data and devices needs to be 
systematic and sustainable, which suggests a 

policy response needs to be at the heart of 
addressing this. 

‘Students need to know what is 

current and where this technology 

may be by the time they leave 

school. Teachers also need to be 

across changes.’

Educator

‘Making it clear to everyone what 

digital skills are valued in the 

workplace puts both students and 

teachers in a position of strength 

when it comes to improving 

digital literacy.’

Educator

’Students are really engaged when 

they see skills in action – we can 

discuss what is important in their 

working futures, but seeing it in 

action is what they remember.’

Educator
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Conclusions 1
Preparing young people for digital futures: 
where to from here?

The challenges and experiences of 
online schooling have catalysed 
changes in digital skills, attitudes 
and aspirations for both students 
and educators.

For students, remote learning has 

contributed to a marked growth in digital 

capability, and the value attached to 

technological know-how. Yet a residual 
lack of access to both devices and 

connectivity limits how well young people 

from disadvantaged backgrounds are 
equipped for future learning and work. 

Access to data and devices must be a 

priority for the government and education 

systems in preparing young people for 
the future. 

For teachers, the rapid digitisation of 

classrooms has been accompanied by an 

appetite for further upskilling. This digital 
transformation, together with accelerating 
demand for technology capabilities in the 

workplace, increasingly places teachers at 

the gateway to students’ technological 

capabilities.  Key to enabling this role is 
ongoing professional development for 

teachers to meet their digital aspirations, 

and again, this needs to be a priority for 
policy, as well as those in the sector who 

support education and educators.

‘Schools need to partner with 

industry to be sure we are 

preparing students for the 

workforce and then we need 

the best resources we can 

access to achieve this target.’

Educator

‘Students understanding the 

importance of digital skills 

across careers is vital if they 

are to function in the world of 

work. Teachers need to be 

kept abreast of the continual 

changes in technology.

Educator
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Conclusions 2
Preparing young people for digital futures: 
where to from here?

ABCN’s research has identified 
significant ways in which external 
partners can support schools to 
develop digital capabilities. 

Dialogue between education and industry 
about the career opportunities in 

technology, and the importance and 

breadth of use of digital capabilities, is an 

essential part of any strategy to prepare 
young people for digital futures. This is 

acutely important for those from low SES 

backgrounds and those without STEM 
professionals in their family networks.

In practical terms, industry is ideally 

placed to help schools build digital skills, 

mindsets, aspirations and motivation. This 
includes addressing persistent gaps in 
understanding of technology’s application 

in the workplace.

Supporting STEM programs, in particular, 

and widening students’ awareness of 

related career options can effectively 
target the enduring gender imbalance in 
students’ work aspirations, as well as the 

continuing low proportions of 

disadvantaged young people pursuing 

these high-potential careers. 

Industry-education partnerships, as 

outlined here, can play a central role in 

building digital foundations for 
disadvantaged young people, enabling 

them to navigate and thrive in a 

digital world. 

This report has highlighted key 

challenges that face 

disadvantaged young people in 

adapting to an increasingly 

digitised world. Our findings point 

to three key approaches to 

supporting them:

▸ Business is uniquely positioned to 

build young people’s 

understanding of digital 

capabilities in a workplace context, 

and to provide opportunities that 

support this aim. 

▸ Provision of devices and data in a 

sustained way must be a priority 

for the government and education 

systems to ensure all young 

people are equipped to learn 

effectively.

▸ Meeting educators at their point of 

need for technology upskilling is 

essential for policy, as well as those 

in the sector who support 

education and educators.
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The Digital curriculum 
ABCN’s contribution to ACARA’s Curriculum 
Review

The aim of the submission was to 

ensure the curriculum builds the 

capabilities young people need to 

transition to work, and to ensure the 

curriculum supports disadvantaged 

young people who face multiple 

barriers in early career entry. 

Our consultation process included 

the Digital Futures survey reported 

here (48 schools), eight consultation 

sessions with our member 

companies (66 volunteer mentors 

from 18 companies), and, separately, 

consultation sessions with our 

Principals Reference Council. 

Our submission itemised eight 
recommendations, including: 

1. Extending compulsory Digital Technologies 
education until the end of Year 10

2. Greater specificity in how the Digital 

Technologies are to be developed as a 
general capability

3. Ensuring the Digital Technologies are 

expressed in real-world terms that are 
meaningful to students, educators, and 
professionals

4. Embedding the working world context into 
the digital curriculum

In addition to our response to the outlined 
curriculum, our consultation identified persistent 
gaps in how some digital capabilities are 

addressed and understood. These capabilities 
included technology norms at work, 
competence with software, data analysis, 

management and presentation, and attitudes   
to technology.

Research reported in this paper 

also formed part of ABCN’s 

advocacy on changes to the 

national digital curriculum. We 

expanded our Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment and 

Reporting Authority (ACARA) 

review submission project to 

include business perceptions of 

digital skills gaps for high school 

students.  In July 2021 ABCN made 

a submission to ACARA’s 2021 

Australian Curriculum Review 

Consultation, relating to the  

Digital Literacy Learning Area 

and Digital Literacy General 

Capability. 
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Grow  ĵ  Connect  ĵ  Inspire
The Australian Business and Community Network 
(ABCN) is a purpose-led, not-for-profit organisation that  
brings businesses and schools together to address 
educational disadvantage. 

Our vision is for all young Australians to reach their 
potential in the future world of work, regardless of  
socio-economic background.

We connect volunteers from our member companies 
with students from low socio-economic status (SES) 
backgrounds to provide fun, workplace-based or online 
mentoring programs that develop students’ confidence, 
skills and aspirations vital for thriving in the workplace of 
the future.

Established in 2005, ABCN is a network of 43 company 
partners from corporate Australia and more than 
200 partner schools that, together, deliver mentoring 
programs to students. More than 200,000 students and 
50,000 corporate volunteers have participated in our 
mentoring and other initiatives since inception. Of these, 
50,000 students were mentored directly by almost 
40,000 volunteer mentors.

The ABCN Foundation was established in 2013 to award 
mentoring and financial scholarships to high-potential 
students whose disadvantage impacts their ability to 
complete school and pursue tertiary pathways.  
Almost 200 students have benefited from this  
initiative since inception. 

The schools and students we work with

The schools we work with are located in low SES 
communities. They typically sit significantly below 
the national Index of Community Socio-Educational 
Advantage (ICSEA) average of 1000 and have high  
levels of educational disadvantage. 

Students from these schools experience a range 
of di"iculties. Many have parents who have not 
completed their own schooling and/or gained 
tertiary qualifications and have little or no access to 
professional role models. They may also have overcome 
language and cultural barriers or su#ered trauma and 
loss as newly arrived immigrants or refugees. They  
may have significant carer responsibilities and/or 
need to contribute to family finances due to limited 
household income. They may be experiencing 
significant poverty, overcrowding in the home,  
limited access to educational resources or even 
homelessness in the most extreme cases.  

 
The challenge

Research consistently shows the impact of social 
background as a key predictor of educational and future 
success. In Australia, the gap between advantaged and 
disadvantaged schools is unusually wide, existing across 
all domains and skills both at school and into adulthood.1

By the age of 15, students from low SES areas in Australia 
are on average three years behind their counterparts 
from more advantaged areas in mathematics and 
science.2  Adding to this is the economic and social fallout 
of COVID-19, which has disproportionately impacted 
disadvantaged communities. Research indicates that it 

will take women, minorities, and low-income workers  
up to two years longer than their peers to recover from 
the e#ects of the crisis.3

=  32% do not complete school

Almost one third of students from the lowest SES 
backgrounds do not complete Year 12 or its equivalent  
by age 19, compared with less than 10% from the highest 
SES backgrounds.1

=  Less likely to be employed

Only 51% of 24-year-olds from the lowest SES 
backgrounds are fully engaged in employment, 
education or training, compared with 82% of their  
most advantaged counterparts.1

1 Educational opportunity in Australia 2020: Who succeeds and who misses out (Lamb et al. 2020) 
2 Program for International School Assessment (2016, 2019)
3 McKinsey & Company, in partnership with Oxford Economics (2020)

about abcn

‘Few people realise how little 
control these kids have on how 
their life pans out. It is cyclical. 
ABCN helps us show these students 
that there is another way.’ 
Teacher, Western Australia, 2020
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contact us

ABCN Head Office

    Level 3, 141 York Street, Sydney 2000 
      PO Box Q394 Sydney 1230
   (02) 8988 6850 
   info@abcn.com.au 
   www.abcn.com.au 

@ABCN

@AusBusinessandCommunityNetwork

@ABCNoz

@ABCNoz

@ABCN

https://vimeo.com/abcn
https://www.instagram.com/abcnoz/
https://www.twitter.com/abcnoz
https://www.facebook.com/AusBusinessandCommunityNetwork
https://www.linkedin.com/company/abcn/
https://abcn.com.au



