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Private and government-funded secondary school 
scholarships are meant to help close the Year 12 
completion gap between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal Australians. Those e!orts to raise funds for 
scholarships for Aboriginal students are to be 
applauded. However, it is unclear whether scholarships 
are reaching the students who are most likely to 
experience barriers to education—for example, not 
being able to a!ord school costs and/or living in 
communities without secondary schools.  

This project surveyed schools that o!er secondary 
school scholarships for Aboriginal students to better 
understand how scholarships are awarded and who 
receives them. 

Few scholarship providers considered families’ 
financial needs, and fewer still required objective 
information about financial needs and household 
income. Few schools required formal proof of 
Aboriginality.  

The findings suggest that an unknown number of 
scholarships may be awarded to students whose 
families are not disadvantaged, and who have primarily 
non-Aboriginal heritage. There is a lack of 
transparency about how such scholarships contribute 
to closing the gap, or whether alternative programs 
may be more cost-e!ective and beneficial.  

Introduction 
The more years an individual spends in education, the 
better their prospects. Completing Year 12 or an 
equivalent qualification provides an essential pathway 
to further education and employment,1 reducing the 
risk of adverse outcomes such as poverty.  

 

1 The term ‘Year 12’ is used from here on to refer to Year 12 and any 
equivalent qualification. 
2 In 2016, 63 per cent of Aboriginal young people completed Year 12. 
See Productivity Commission. (2023). Closing the Gap Annual Data 
Compilation Report July 2023. Commonwealth of Australia: 
Canberra 
3 Productivity Commission. (2023). Closing the Gap information 
repository. https://www.pc.gov.au/closing-the-gap-
data/dashboard/socioeconomic/outcome-area5 

Aboriginal Australians are less likely to complete Year 
12 than non-Aboriginal Australians.  

Despite improvements over time,2 this inequality 
persists. In 2021, just under seven out of ten Aboriginal 
Australians aged 20 to 24 years had attained Year 12 
relative to around nine out of ten non-Aboriginal 
Australians.3 

The gap in education is not the same 
everywhere 

The proportion of Aboriginal Australians aged 20 to 24 
who have attained Year 12 varies nationwide.  

Attainment is highest in the Australian Capital 
Territory (82 per cent in 2021) and lowest in the 
Northern Territory, where the attainment gap is also 
most pronounced (40 per cent vs 88 per cent in 2021 
for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal persons, 
respectively).4  

Attainment is highest in major cities (76 per cent in 
2021). This declines as remoteness increases, down to 
42 per cent in very remote areas.5 Attainment is 
highest in the least disadvantaged socioeconomic 
areas (87 per cent in 2021) and lowest in the most 
disadvantaged socioeconomic areas (58 per cent in 
2021).6  

Socioeconomic and geographic 
disadvantage: disproportionate impacts on 
Aboriginal families 

Relative to non-Aboriginal Australians, Aboriginal 
Australians experience greater levels of 
socioeconomic and geographic disadvantage, which 
impact educational opportunities and outcomes.7  

4 Productivity Commission. (2023) 
5 Productivity Commission. (2023) 
6 Productivity Commission. (2023) 
7 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2023). Profile of First 
Nations people. Available from: 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/profile-of-
Aboriginal-australians; Chesters, J., & Cuervo, H. (2022). (In)equality 
of opportunity: educational attainments of young people from rural, 
regional and urban Australia. The Australian Educational Researcher, 
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Socioeconomic disadvantage correlates with a 
complex range of circumstances that can a!ect 
education, such as family and community dysfunction, 
frequent relocation and unstable living conditions, 
poor physical health, and behavioural issues.8 Aside 
from these challenges, the cost of schooling - 
particularly at more senior levels - can be a significant 
barrier to education for children from disadvantaged 
families.9 

Access to secondary schooling may be limited or 
lacking for families living in remote and very remote 
areas.10 Substantial travel may be required to get to 
secondary school; for some students, boarding school 
may be the only viable option. For socioeconomically 
disadvantaged families in geographically 
disadvantaged communities, this may represent a 
severe or prohibitive financial burden (even 
considering assistance through government study 
support payments).11 

The Aboriginal scholarship landscape 

Scholarships are intended to help improve access to 
education and address the geographic and economic 
barriers preventing Aboriginal students from attaining 
Year 12.12 

 

49, 43-61; Dean, J. (2018). Segregation e!ects on Australian 
Aboriginal primary school achievement. Asia Pacific Journal of 
Education, 38(3), 361-377; Lamb, S., Huo, S., Walstab, A., Wade, A., 
Maire, Q., Doecke, E., Jackson, J. & Endekov, Z. (2020). Educational 
opportunity in Australia 2020: Who succeeds and who misses out. 
Centre for International Research on Education Systems, Victoria 
University, for the Mitchell Institute: Melbourne; Song, S., Perry, L.B., 
& McConney, A. (2014). Explaining the achievement gap between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students: an analysis of PISA 2009 
results for Australia and New Zealand. Educational Research and 
Evaluation, 20(3), 178-198; Sullivan, K., McConney, A., & Perry, L.B. 
(2018). A comparison of rural educational disadvantage in Australia, 
Canada, and New Zealand using OECD’s PISA. Sage Open. 8(4), 11-12 
8 Bubonya, M., & Cobb-Clark, D. (2021). Pathways of Disadvantage: 
Unpacking the Intergenerational Correlation in Welfare. Economics 
of Education Review, 80, 102066; Marsh, S., Dobson, R. & Maddison, 
R. (2020). The relationship between household chaos and child, 
parent, and family outcomes: a systematic scoping review. BMC 
Public Health, 20, 513 
9 Bond, S., & Horn, M. (2009). The cost of a free education. Cost as a 
barrier to Australian public education. Brotherhood of St Laurence: 
Victoria; Helme, S., & Lamb, S. (2011). Closing the school completion 
gap for 

Aboriginal students. Resource sheet no. 6. Closing the Gap 
Clearinghouse, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: Canberra; 
Rowe, E., & Perry, L.B. (2020). Inequalities in the private funding of 
public schools: parent financial contributions and school 

Various organisations, including not-for-profits, 
schools, and Aboriginal community-controlled 
organisations, provide Aboriginal scholarship 
programs. Providers range from small to large and may 
solely deliver scholarships or o!er them as part of 
other activities.   

Scholarships cover various schooling options, from 
day students in public schools to boarding students at 
private schools. The latter include low-fee schools 
with a substantial number of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students (which may be in remote or 
very remote communities) and higher-fee 
‘mainstream’ (non-Aboriginal) schools in regional or 
metropolitan locations.13  

There are two main approaches to scholarship 
administration: a school-led model where the school 
selects and enrols applicants and a 
community/broker-led model where the scholarship 
provider handles the process.14  

How much do governments spend on 
Aboriginal scholarships? 

The federal government is a significant source of 
scholarship funding, with more than $150 million 
granted to providers since 2018.15 However, 

socioeconomic status. Journal of Educational Administration and 
History, 52(1), 42-59 
10 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. (2017). Study 
Away Review: Review of Support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Secondary Students Studying Away From Home. 
Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra; House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training. 
(2020). Education in remote and complex environments. 
Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra 
11 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. (2017) 
12 PwC’s Aboriginal Consulting (PIC). (2017). Review of the IAS 
funded secondary school scholarships for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Students Final Report. Available from: 
https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/Aboriginal-
a!airs/review-ias-funded-secondary-school-scholarships-
aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-students-final-report 
13 Grant Thornton. (2019). Boarding: investing in outcomes for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. An analysis of the 
investment in support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students attending boarding schools and facilities. Available from: 
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/investing-
in-outcomes-analysis-2019.pdf 
14 PwC’s Aboriginal Consulting (PIC). (2017) 
15 Based on searches conducted using the Australian Government 
Grant Connect database: https://www.grants.gov.au/ga/list 
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comprehensive, up-to-date figures for total federal, 
state and territory government expenditure on 
Aboriginal scholarships are not published.  

How are Aboriginal scholarships awarded? 

It is reasonable to expect that scholarships should go 
to the students who most need support, and who are 
most likely to experience barriers to staying 
connected to education if they do not receive support. 
To determine a student’s level of need, considerations 
such as their family’s socioeconomic circumstances 
(e.g., financial hardship, disadvantage), geographic 
location, and availability of secondary education 
within the home community should be given primacy. 
It is also reasonable to expect that merit – such as past 
academic performance, other achievements (e.g., 
leadership, community engagement), school 

attendance, and commitment to educational 
attainment/enthusiasm for school – should be 
considered.16  

It is helpful to conceptualise need and merit as two 
intersecting dimensions, forming four quadrants:  

 

• High need/high merit 

• High need/low merit  

• Low need/low merit  

• Low need/high merit 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Need and merit quadrants 

 

 

High 

HIGH NEED LOW MERIT 

Students do not show merit and experience 
barriers to education 

HIGH NEED HIGH MERIT 

Students show merit and experience barriers to 
education 

 

 

Need 

LOW NEED LOW MERIT  

Students do not show merit and do not 
experience barriers to education 

LOW NEED HIGH MERIT  

Students show merit and do not experience 
barriers to education 

Low Merit High 

 

16 PwC’s Aboriginal Consulting (PIC). (2017) 
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Figure 1 shows how each quadrant relates to need and 
merit. A universally successful scholarship program 
would seek to have few students of low need and low 
merit receive scholarships. As many as possible should 
be represented in the three quadrants where need 
and/or merit are demonstrated. However, where merit 
is high, the question is whether merit should be 
awarded in open competition, especially where 
scholarships are awarded at high cost schools instead 
of a local state-funded school. In other words, the 

need measure would be relative to the education 
available to any student in a region. Are bright 
Aboriginal students who could make it locally any 
more deserving than a bright non-Aboriginal student 
in similar circumstances? Finally, students of high need 
and low (academic) merit probably constitute a large 
cohort of Aboriginal students who are most at risk of 
not completing school.17 Serious thought must be 
given to this cohort if scholarships are to be an 
instrument to close the gap.  

 

How are need and merit assessed? 

There is relatively little publicly available information 
about how need and merit are assessed across the 
di!erent schools/providers who administer federal 
government-funded scholarships.  

There have been attempts to conduct ‘stocktakes’ of 
how providers administer their scholarships – such as 
asking about the number of applications received, age, 
sex and residential location of applicants, and 
scholarship eligibility/application guidelines. However, 
these have not specifically assessed the di!erent 
types of information that may be considered when 
awarding scholarships. Nor have they directly engaged 
with schools, even though for school-led scholarships 
in particular, di!erent schools may require di!erent 
types of information. 

Table 1 summarises publicly available information 
about scholarship award eligibility and assessment 
criteria, and other information that federally funded 
scholarship providers publish.18 There was very limited, 
or no, detail available about exactly how scholarship 
applications are assessed by selection panels, and how 
di!erent criteria are ‘weighted’.

 

17 Biddle, N. & Cameron, T. (2012). Potential factors influencing 
Indigenous education participation and achievement. Centre for 
Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Australian National 
University: Canberra; Graham, L.J., Killingly, C., Laurens, K.R., & 
Sweller, N. (2023).  Overrepresentation of Indigenous students in 
school suspension, exclusion, and enrolment cancellation in 
Queensland: is there a case for systemic inclusive school reform? 
The Australian Educational Researcher, 50, 167–201; Schellekens, M., 
Ciarrochi, J., Dillon, A., Sahdra, B., Brockman, R., Mooney, J., 

& Parker, P. (2022). The role of achievement, gender, SES, location 
and policy in explaining the Indigenous gap in high-school 
completion. British Educational Research Journal, 48, 730–750.  
18 These are scholarship providers funded under the Indigenous 
Advancement Strategy (IAS) as well as non-IAS ‘legacy’ providers, 
plus additional services identified via GrantConnect as having 
received funding to provide scholarships. Note that there are also 
several state/territory government funded scholarship programs 
and state/territory funded providers. 
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Table 1: Scholarship eligibility and assessment criteria19 

 

19 Note that this Table only includes providers who made information available. Some funded providers, such as MADEC, Dubbo College, and 
Townsville Catholic Education O"ce published very limited information. 
20 Some providers publish additional information – such as post-scholarship trajectories into further study and employment – on an intermittent 
basis. For the purposes of this table, only ‘routinely’ published information is included. 

Provider Eligibility/assessment criteria/information requested Impact measures published20 

Australian 
Indigenous 
Education Fund 

Varies by school – includes Abstudy receipt, past academic 
performance, financial need, student enthusiasm, family 
support, likelihood of completing Year 12, parental ability to 
contribute to fees. 

Enrolment at partner school is necessary (regardless of 
scholarship) 

Retention rate 

 

Year 12 completions 

Participation in post-school 
employment or further 
education 

Cape York Institute Must reside in a Welfare Reform community of Cape York 

Must reside in a Cape York community without a high 
school  

Must have validated family connections with Cape York 
Aboriginal Communities 

Must sit Middle Years Ability Test (MYAT) 

Abstudy eligibility, past reports, NAPLAN results, student 
enthusiasm/attitude, leadership qualities, family support 

Year 12 completions 

Go Foundation Attend school in Sydney, Adelaide, or Canberra 

Attendance, aspiration, cultural identity, values, financial 
need 

Year 12 completions 

Madalah Abstudy eligibility and/or some form of disadvantage 
(financial, geographic) 

Past academic performance, attitude 

Year 12 completions 
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Provider Eligibility/assessment criteria/information requested Impact measures published 

 

  

 

 

Enrolment at partner school is necessary (regardless of 
scholarship) 

Presbyterian 
Ladies College 
(Perth) 

Abstudy eligibility 

Current academic progress, proven application to study, 
willingness to contribute to the PLC community, leadership 
qualities, motivation for tertiary study 

 

The Smith Family Must reside in remote or very remote area 

Abstudy eligibility or able to demonstrate disadvantage  

Past academic performance, student enthusiasm/attitude, 
high potential to complete Year 12, leadership qualities 

Attendance rates 

Year 12 completions 

 

 

Yalari Must reside in a regional or remote community 

Abstudy receipt 

Student enthusiasm/attitude, family support, family 
characteristics, connections to culture and cultural identity, 
participation in community activities, future goals 

Retention rate 

Year 12 completions 

   



8 

  

 

 

Are scholarships going to the students who 
need them the most? 

There is little published information about scholarship 
recipient characteristics. Some programs assess family 
income, but only for the purposes of adjusting the 
scholarship amount and family financial contributions 
rather than to determine who receives a scholarship. 21 
Some programs include scholarship families who 
appear to have a yearly income of over $150,000,22 
and/or who are not from remote or very remote 
communities.23 This raises questions about whether 
scholarships are reaching those students who are most 
likely to experience significant financial or geographic 
barriers to completing Year 12. 

While it may only be possible for a student to attend a 
particular school with a scholarship,24 this does not 
necessarily equate to a student experiencing financial 
or geographic need of the kind that presents a barrier 
to completing Year 12. A crucial indicator of whether 
scholarships are assisting in closing the education gap 
is whether they support students to complete Year 12, 
who would otherwise have been at risk of being unable 
to do so. Few scholarship programs have been 
evaluated against this measure, and it is not clear 
whether there is data available to answer this question 
(for example, about student and family 
characteristics).  

Purpose of this project  

The first step in understanding whether Aboriginal 
scholarships successfully target barriers that may 
otherwise prevent an Aboriginal student from 
completing Year 12, is to understand how scholarship 
providers assess need and merit, as well as whether 
they know what happens to scholarship recipients in 
the longer term (i.e., dropout rates, continuation to 
tertiary education, engagement in employment, etc). 

 

21 Australian Aboriginal Education Foundation. (undated). Additional 
Information about AIEF. Available from: http://www.aief.com.au 
22 The median household income bracket for scholarship recipient 
families was $60,000-80,000, although it appears that the average 
family income was between $90,000-100,000, slightly lower than 
for non-Aboriginal households. See KPMG. (2020). Evaluation of the 
Australian Aboriginal Education Foundation Scholarship and 
Pathways Programs Report for the Australian Aboriginal Education 

To do this, this project surveyed schools that o!er 
secondary school scholarships for Aboriginal students. 

Methods 
Survey development 

An online survey was developed to gather information 
about the application and assessment process for 
awarding scholarships to Aboriginal secondary school 
students.  

It asked about administration of the school’s 
scholarship program (e.g., how many scholarships are 
awarded each year, the value of each scholarship, how 
scholarships are funded), and any costs associated 
with providing scholarships (e.g., other supports 
provided, such as counselling or liaison services) 

It asked about the scholarship application process, and 
whether schools collected information about: 

• Availability of secondary schools in a 
scholarship applicant’s home community 

• Family financial circumstances (e.g., annual 
household income) 

• Applicants’ academic, non-academic, and 
leadership/community service record 

• Other education-related measures (e.g., 
commitment to finishing year 12, any 
disciplinary history) 

Foundation. Available from: 
https://www.aief.com.au/news/resources/ 
23 Australian Aboriginal Education Foundation. (2024). Annual 
Report 2023. Available from: https://www.aief.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2023-Annual-Report-web.pdf. 
24 KPMG. (2020) 
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• Life history and other circumstances (e.g., 
contact with the justice system/child services, 
health issues, disability) 

• Family demographics (e.g., parent/guardian’s 
highest level of education, first language, how 
many siblings live in the home) 

• Connection to culture and Aboriginal identity 

Finally, it asked what records were kept during and 
after scholarship receipt (e.g., attendance 
expectations and post-school outcomes such as 
participation in employment or further education). 

All information was at the aggregate level, and no 
information was requested about individual students.  

Space was also provided for respondents to add free 
text on any topic. 

Survey distribution 

Using publicly available lists of contact details, an 
email with information about the project and a link to 
the survey was sent to state and non-state (Catholic, 
independent) secondary schools in Queensland, the 
Northern Territory, and Western Australia.25 Those 
jurisdictions were selected because of their 
comparatively high proportion of Aboriginal residents. 
A reminder was sent approximately two to three 
weeks after the initial email. 

Results 
Out of 793 schools contacted, 103 responses were 
received (a 13 per cent response rate). Of those 

 

25 E!orts were made to include all secondary schools that o!ered 
education to Year 12; however the completeness of available lists 
could not be guaranteed. Nevertheless, the lists provided su"cient 
geographic coverage, and it is unlikely that any missing schools 
a!ected the results. 
26 Responses that were removed had a consistent point where they 
discontinued providing data: the question “About how many 
scholarships for Aboriginal students do you award each year? (a 
guess is fine if you're not certain of the exact number)”. It is unclear 
why this occurred. It may indicate that the individuals responding to 

schools, 36 reported that they o!ered Aboriginal 
student scholarships (approximately five per cent of 
the total schools contacted).  

Ten responses were removed due to having more than 
85 per cent missing data,26 leaving a total of 26 
responses (50 per cent state, 15 per cent independent, 
35 per cent Catholic).27 

Scholarship arrangements 

The greatest percentage of schools (39 per cent) 
o!ered up to five scholarships each year, while 35 per 
cent o!ered six to ten scholarships each year. The 
remainder o!ered more than 10 scholarships each 
year.28 

Twenty-three per cent of schools had been running an 
Aboriginal scholarship program for up to five years. 
The remainder had been running the program for more 
than five years. 

Around four out of 10 (42 per cent) of scholarships 
were from a ‘broker’ (e.g., AIEF, Yalari, etc). Around 
four out of 10 (39 per cent) were funded through 
school fundraising and private philanthropy (e.g., 
donations from parents and the community). Around 
27 per cent were funded by a government program 
that the school was part of.  

Note that some respondents indicated multiple 
funding sources (e.g., brokers plus private fundraising). 

Scholarship value 

Of schools that specified the dollar value of their 
scholarships (n = 17), the value ranged from $500 to 
$50,000 per year. Most (12, or 71 per cent of those 
who responded to this question) were up to $5000. 

the survey were unfamiliar with the scholarship’s administrative 
arrangements. For example, it is possible that Aboriginal liaison 
o"cers who work with students were the ones most likely to 
respond to the survey, whereas other sta! may manage the 
scholarships. 
27 There were no di!erences in missing responses between state, 
independent, and Catholic schools. 
28 One respondent did not answer this question. 
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Two (or 12 per cent) were between $5,000 and 
$10,000. Three (18 per cent) were over $10,000.29  

All independent schools had a scholarship value over 
$5,000. One third of Catholic schools (two schools, or 
33 per cent) had a scholarship value over $5,000. 
Almost all state schools (eight, or 89 per cent) had 
scholarship values under $5,000. 

Very few respondents (n = 7) provided a dollar value 
for any costs associated with administering the 
scholarships/supports provided to scholarship 
recipients. Costs ranged from $1,000 per year to over 
$350,000 in sta"ng, IT and resources. 

Assessing Need 
Availability of schooling 

Around 70 per cent of respondents collected 
information about whether there was secondary 
schooling available in a scholarship applicant’s home 
community and whether the applicant would have to 
move away from the community to access schooling 
up to year 12.30 

  

 

29 Nine respondents did not answer this question, again suggesting 
that the respondents may not have been familiar with the 
administrative side of the scholarship program. Note that 
percentages do not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

30 Note that this does not mean that 70 per cent of scholarship 
recipients did, or did not, have access to year 12 in their home 
community – this question asked about whether schools collected 
that information as part of their scholarship program. 
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Financial Need 

Table 2 shows the type of information requested 
about financial need. 

Table 2: Financial information  

 Number  Per cent 

We do not ask 
about financial 
need 

12 46 

We ask the 
applicant/their 
family to tell us why 
they financially 
need this 
scholarship 

10 39 

We ask the 
applicant/their 
family to provide 
documents that 
show financial need 
(e.g., Centrelink 
paperwork) 

3 12 

Other 4 15 

Note: Some respondents indicated that their schools ask for 
multiple types of information, meaning that percentages do not sum 
to 100. 

Schools that asked for ‘other’ information about 
financial need indicated that a Health Care Card was 
required (n = 1), and that “...a small percentage say they 
are fine to pay full fees. The majority are very grateful 
to be able to access the scholarships. Many would not 
be able to attend the college if there were no financial 
assistance from scholarships. Not all our partners seek 
the financial records of our parents. Some of the 
scholarships are what they call, ‘co-contribution 
scholarships’. Parents pay a small fee, according to 
their income group” (n = 1).  

Two respondents did not provide information about 
financial matters but stated that applicants were 
asked to say what the scholarship would mean to them 
and how it would help them meet their goals. 

Household income 

Almost three out of four respondents (19, or 73 per 
cent) indicated that their school did not ask about 
scholarship applicants’ household income.  

Three (12 per cent) asked the applicant/their family to 
declare their annual household income. Three (12 per 
cent) asked for o"cial records about income (e.g., a 
tax return). One respondent did not state whether 
household income was asked about but did indicate 
that an applicant’s family must hold a Health Care 
Card to be eligible. 

Out of the six respondents who indicated that their 
schools did ask about household income, four stated 
that household income was not used to determine 
scholarship eligibility. Five stated that it was not used 
to determine the scholarship amount. Four stated that 
household income was used to determine how much 
parents had to contribute towards fees. 

Assessing Merit 
Education history and performance 

Almost all respondents (89 per cent) stated that their 
school checked a scholarship applicant’s past 
attendance record. Most (70 per cent) stated that the 
minimum attendance required was 80 percent or 
higher. 

Most respondents indicated that their schools 
collected information about scholarship applicants’ 
academic performance, as well as assessing the 
likelihood of completing year 12 and commitment to 
completing year 12.  

Table 3 shows information requested from scholarship 
applicants. 
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Table 3: Information requested/assessed 
during application processes 

 Number  Per cent 

Academic 
performance 

22 85 

NAPLAN results 4 15 

Past school reports 18 69 

Supporting letter 
from a 
teacher/principal 

7 27 

Other 4 15 

Non-academic 
achievement 

15 58 

Leadership and 
community 
activities 

17 65 

Likelihood of 
completing year 12 

18 69 

Standardised 
aptitude test (e.g., 
ACER) 

2 8 

Commitment to 
completing year 12 

18 69 

Other education 
history (e.g., 
disciplinary matters) 

12 46 

Note: respondents could give multiple answers within the academic 
performance category, meaning that percentages do not sum to 
100. 

Respondents who indicated that ‘other’ information 
was requested about academic performance stated 
that ‘a C or above’ was required (n = 2), that report 
cards were examined for ‘e!ort and behaviour’ (n = 1) 
or that “we ask about learning” (n = 1). 

Life history and other circumstances 

Five respondents (19 per cent) indicated that 
scholarship applicants were asked to provide 
information about their life history and circumstances. 
Responses included community participation (n = 1), 
health issues/disability (n = 2), whether the family 
attended church (n = 1), and “whether there is anything 
the parents or guardians wish to inform the school or 
Aboriginal liaison o"cer about, whether that be court 
orders, specific family dynamics such as living with 
grandparents” (n = 1). One respondent indicated that 
the information was not collected as part of the 
scholarship application process but during application 
to attend the school itself (i.e., separate from the 
scholarship). 

Six schools asked for ‘other’ information about the 
applicant’s family. This included parental education (n 
= 2), siblings (n = 1), and “questions about their home” 
(n = 1). Two respondents indicated that information 
was gathered as part of the enrolment process, not as 
part of the scholarship application process (but did 
not specify what type of information was collected). 

Assessing 
Aboriginality 
Cultural connection 
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Most respondents (19, or 73 per cent) asked about 
applicants’ cultural connections. Thirteen schools (50 
per cent) asked applicants to say what their Aboriginal 
culture meant to them, and 10 schools (39 per cent) 
asked applicants to say how they ‘live’ their culture 
(e.g., by taking part in traditional activities). Nine (35 
per cent) asked applicants to tell them about their 
kinship and/or connections to country. One 
respondent indicated that the school asked about 
“how this opportunity would enhance cultural 
awareness” and one indicated that “we ask what the 
scholarship means to them.” 

Aboriginal identity 

Just over half of schools (14, or 54 per cent) asked for 
proof of Aboriginality. Of those, nine (35 per cent) 
asked the applicant/their family to make a declaration 
about their Aboriginal identity. Four (15 per cent) 
required a supporting letter from a recognised 
Aboriginal land council or other Aboriginal 
organisation. Two (8 per cent) asked for a birth 
certificate (or parent/grandparent birth certificate). 
One respondent indicated that applicants’ parents 
have a meeting with the Aboriginal liaison o"cer. 

Recordkeeping during and after scholarship 
receipt 

Most schools (22, or 85 per cent) kept attendance 
records during the scholarship’s duration. Most (21, or 
81 per cent) recorded how many scholarship recipients 
successfully completed their scholarships. Almost all 
(23, or 89 per cent) kept records of how many 
scholarship recipients completed year 12. 

Around three quarters of schools (19, or 73 per cent) 
knew how many scholarship recipients went on to 
further study (e.g., university or TAFE). Around seven 
out of 10 schools (18, or 69 per cent) knew if 

 

31 Note that this does not mean that six per cent of scholarship 
recipients returned to their home communities - it is a measure of 
how many schools collect that information. 
32 χ2 = 7.3, p = 0.03 

scholarship recipients were employed after leaving 
school.  

Relatively few schools (6, or 23 per cent) knew if a 
scholarship recipient had returned to their home 
community (if they had left that community to attend 
school).31 

Statistical analyses 

Chi squared tests were used to assess whether the 
type of information collected varied between di!erent 
types of school (state, Catholic, independent). 

The results were as follows:  

• Independent schools were more likely to ask 
about household income,32 but were no more 
likely than other schools to use household 
income to determine scholarship eligibility. 
Independent schools were more likely than 
state (but not Catholic) schools to use 
household income to determine parental fee 
contributions.33  

• Independent schools were more likely than 
state (but not Catholic) schools to ask for 
NAPLAN results.34  

Chi squared tests were used to assess whether the 
type of information collected varied depending on the 
scholarship’s value. 

The results were as follows: 

• Household income was more likely to be used 
to calculate parental contributions for 
scholarships over $10,000.35 

• Scholarships valued between $5,000 and 
$10,000 were more likely to be associated 

33 χ2 =9.4, p = 0.05; note that this barely reaches statistical 
significance. 
34 χ2 =6.4 p = 0.04 
35 χ2 = 9.5, p = 0.05; note that this barely reaches statistical 
significance. 
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with asking for a birth certificate as proof of 
Aboriginality.36  

The small number of respondents who reported the 
dollar value of scholarships and the very small number 
of scholarships valued over $5,000 mean that caution 
should be applied to these results.37 

Other Information 
Ten respondents provided additional comments about 
their school’s scholarship program. Three respondents 
gave the name of the provider they worked with. 
Other comments were: 

• “Confident geographical location is the key to 
success. All boarding students have extra 
pressures living very far from home. I would 
highly recommend choosing a boarding school 
that is closer to the home location. Rather 
than the one that gives the highest per cent of 
funding. Example: Lockhart River student to 
Townsville and not Toowoomba/Brisbane.”   

• “We gift 2 full scholarships at the start of year 
7, although in the event we have many 
scholarship requests we do provide 4 
scholarships that equal to 50 per cent.” 

• “Aim to include as many students as possible.” 

• “[The scholarship application process] 
attempts to be as unintrusive as possible in 
identifying and awarding applicants.” 

• “This school has a Liaison o"cer however not 
all schools have had cultural sta! employed 
and or qualified and provided with hours 
required to assist Community.” 

• “These scholarship programs assist our Torres 
Strait and Aboriginal students and families to 

 

36 χ 2 = 7.9, p = 0.02  
37 Variations were tested, such as dichotomising the scholarship 
value into ‘up to $5,000’ and ‘over $5,000”. Results were consistent 

access our academic college. Without these 
scholarships and the amazing people who run 
them we would not have the success we have 
witnessed from our current and graduated 
Indigenous students.”  

• “[Scholarships] should be open to all Senior 
students regardless of academic status.” 

Discussion 
This project investigated how schools assess 
scholarship need and merit and whether they know 
what happens to scholarship recipients in the longer 
term (e.g., dropout rates, continuation to tertiary 
education, engagement in employment, etc.). 

Most respondents indicated that their schools used 
some form of merit assessment, ranging from past 
school reports to NAPLAN results, to letters from 
teachers. However, the findings raise questions about 
what academic standard is required. Although most 
schools consider past report cards and other 
information, qualitative responses hint that in some 
instances, the required standard is simply a passing 
grade of C or greater. This may indicate that merit is, in 
some instances, loosely defined. 

Relative to merit assessment, far fewer schools 
consider financial need. Very few required objective 
information about financial need (such as holding a 
Health Care Card). Only a minority - around one 
quarter - reported that any objective information 
about household income (such as tax returns) was 
required. The results imply that although some 
scholarships – such as those only open to students 
whose families hold a Health Care Card – are 
specifically targeting need, it is also possible that 
scholarships are being awarded to students who have 
relatively modest levels of financial need/low levels of 
disadvantage. 

with the pattern reported, with the exception that di!erences in 
asking for proof of Aboriginal identity were not found when values 
were dichotomised. 
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Around 30 per cent of schools did not know whether 
the student could access secondary schooling in their 
home community, or whether they would have to 
move away from their community to access education 
up to Year 12. Again, this suggests that while some 
scholarships (such as those with specific geographical 
eligibility criteria) are reaching geographically 
disadvantaged students, others may be awarded to 
students with low geographic barriers to accessing 
education up to Year 12. 

The results indicate that, overall, scholarships may not 
preferentially support students who are most likely to 
experience financial and/or geographic barriers to 
education.  

There was general consistency in measures collected 
during scholarship duration, with almost all schools 
reporting that they kept attendance and Year 12 
completion records for scholarship recipients. Most 
schools in this study also reported that they knew 
whether students went on to further study or 
employment after finishing Year 12.  

This suggests that there is su"cient information 
available to evaluate relationships between 
scholarship receipt and post-school trajectories. 
However, it is not clear whether schools keep those 
records in any formal sense (such as by maintaining an 
o"cial ‘alumni’ program that attempts to remain in 
contact with former scholarship recipients) or 
whether they use more informal methods (such as 
individual teachers having incidental contact with 
former students, in smaller communities). 

Most respondents were from state schools which had 
the lowest dollar value scholarships. In contrast, 
published information about federal government 
funded programs where brokers partner with (mainly) 
non-state schools, suggests that those programs 
typically o!er higher value scholarships. It is not clear 
why the survey received relatively few responses from 
‘high value scholarship’ schools.  

 

38 Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2024). Schools. Data on 
government and non-government students, sta! and schools. 

This finding suggests two things. First, state schools—
which are most likely to see disadvantaged students 
who are at a greater risk of leaving school before 
completing Year 1238—may have more impact than 
private schools on helping Aboriginal students 
overcome barriers to education participation. Second, 
there is a need for greater transparency about high-
value government-funded Aboriginal scholarship 
programs.  

Based on the responses received from schools that 
o!er federally funded, high-value scholarships to 
Aboriginal students, it seems that some relevant 
information about scholarship applicants/recipients is 
being collected. It is not unreasonable to propose that 
such information should be routinely fed back to 
government funding bodies and then publicly 
disclosed.  

Although most schools requested that scholarship 
applicants provide some information about their 
connection to culture, formal proof of Aboriginality is 
not routinely required. This raises questions about 
how ‘distant’ a student’s connection may be to their 
Aboriginal heritage. It is unclear from the responses 
whether, for instance, any particular distinction is 
made between families where one grandparent or 
great-grandparent was Aboriginal, relative to families 
where one or both parents are Aboriginal.  

This raises the possibility that students of primarily 
non-Aboriginal heritage—or even of heritage so 
distant that those students are, for all practical 
purposes, non-Aboriginal—may nevertheless be 
awarded scholarships based on race. If those 
scholarships are being awarded to students whose 
families are not disadvantaged (either financially or 
geographically), then it is unclear how such 
scholarships contribute to closing the gap.  

 

Limits in information and ways forward 

Australian Bureau of Statistics: Canberra; Productivity Commission. 
(2024). Report on Government Services (Part 4 School education). 
Productivity Commission: Canberra 
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Rather than scholarship receipt, students’ family and 
community characteristics may a!ect outcomes. The 
information that is currently being collected as part of 
the scholarship application/administration process 
appears insu"cient to support a detailed examination 
of whether family/community characteristics of 
scholarship recipients may di!er from those of other 
students. It is possible, however, that additional 
relevant information is collected by schools outside 
the scholarship application process and that this 
information could be used to evaluate scholarship 
e"cacy.  

While many scholarship providers publish outcome 
measures such as Year 12 completion rates, there 
appears to be insu"cient information gathered to 
assess whether there is a cause and e!ect relationship 
between scholarship receipt and outcomes. In other 
words, it is not possible to consider the 
‘counterfactual’ measure of what would have 
happened to those students in the absence of 
scholarship receipt – would they still have completed 
Year 12 without a scholarship?  

Conducting more rigorous evaluations of scholarship 
programs, such as by including matched non-
scholarship recipient control groups, and comparing 
scholarship programs with alternative approaches 
(such as school-based support programs that are open 
to all students or low-fee boarding schools that are 
designed to be relatively accessible to remote 
communities) would be valuable. 

The survey results also suggest that student 
commitment to completing Year 12 is often 
considered during the scholarship assessment process. 
This may indicate that a number of students who 
receive scholarships are highly committed to school 
and would have completed Year 12 even without a 
scholarship.  

While it is reasonable to accept that scholarships can 
enable students to attend schools that they would 
otherwise not be able to, and/or may reduce imposts 
on family budgets, this does not necessarily equate to 
closing the gap in education outcomes. For 
scholarships to contribute to closing the gap, they 
must e!ectively address very specific circumstances, 
such as when schooling is not available in a student’s 

home community or when meeting the cost of 
attending available schools would cause serious 
disadvantage for families.  

Study limitations  
The small sample size and relatively low response rate 
in this study mean that appropriate caution should be 
applied to the findings. Also, it was unclear whether all 
respondents were well informed about scholarship 
administration processes and/or how the application 
process worked. As such, the data may not be 
complete or accurate. 

This work was specifically about scholarships and Year 
12 completion. It is acknowledged that other pathways 
that do not necessarily involve Year 12 completion, 
such as apprenticeships, may be beneficial and 
appropriate for some students. Completing Year 12 
does not necessarily imply that the student received a 
‘score’ that would give them any advantage in the job 
market if they chose to enter employment rather than 
undertake further study. These are areas for future 
consideration outside the scholarship framework. 

Policy implications 

Scholarships are only one small part of a much bigger 
picture. Although scholarships can play an important 
role in assisting some students to stay connected with 
school, the number of Aboriginal students who are at 
risk of disconnecting from education far exceeds the 
number of available scholarships. There is a need for 
multiple di!erent approaches to support students 
who may struggle to remain at school. Some of these 
approaches may prove to be more cost-e!ective and 
have greater overall impacts than scholarships.  

For example, programs where specialised academies 
partner with schools to support all Aboriginal students 
appear promising for improving school attendance 
and completion rates, as well as post-school 
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outcomes.39 Programs that provide genuinely needs-
based support for students whose families experience 
demonstrated socioeconomic disadvantage40 
(regardless of race) also appear to deliver improved 
attendance rates, completion rates, and post-school 
outcomes for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
students. 41 42  

However, those programs may also struggle to deliver 
interventions in remote and very remote areas due to 
the significant logistical challenges involved in 
providing consistent ‘on the ground’ support. This may 
point to a need for low-fee boarding schools close to 
those locations, rather than relying on scholarship 
programs that support attendance at high-fee 
boarding schools in (mainly) urban areas. 

Conclusions 

Overall, this study suggests that schools that provide 
scholarships for Aboriginal secondary school students 
collect a variable range of data and that there are 
notable gaps in information that would allow for 
impact assessment. A particular gap is whether 
schools hold information about what would happen if 
students were not able to access a scholarship – for 
instance, whether they would disconnect from school 
entirely due to financial barriers or inability to access 
secondary school in their community, or whether they 
would simply attend a di!erent (albeit potentially less 
prestigious) school in their community.  

The results strongly imply that a family’s level of 
financial need is not a key consideration in the 
assessment process in many instances. Relatively few 
schools reported requiring objective information 
about financial needs or household income. This raises 
questions about whether scholarships are truly 

 

39 Clontarf Foundation. (2024). Annual Report 2023. Available at: 
https://clontarf.org.au/publications/  
40 Assessed using objective indicators such as being in receipt of a 
pension or holding a benefits card. Figures suggest that this method 
ensures support is preferentially directed to families where the 
parents/caregivers are not employed and where other issues such as 
child health conditions/disability are commonly present. The Smith 
Family. (2024). Personal communication about the Learning for Life 
program. 

reaching students who most need financial support to 
stay connected to school.  

Suppose the objective of scholarships is to close the 
gap. In that case, the students who are most likely to 
disconnect from school without financial support and 
who are not able to access an a!ordable school in 
their home community are the ones who need support 
most. However, the findings raise the possibility that 
an unknown number of government-funded 
scholarships are being awarded to students whose 
families are not in pressing financial need and who may 
not experience significant barriers to education 
and/or other socioeconomic disadvantages.  

If need and merit are the most important factors, then 
whether a student is Aboriginal should not matter. The 
most disadvantaged students will be the ones with the 
clearest need. Aboriginal persons are likely to be 
overrepresented among those disadvantaged students 
and will, therefore, be most likely to receive truly need-
based scholarships. Similarly, it is not unreasonable to 
suggest that the most meritorious students should 
receive scholarships, irrespective of Aboriginality.  

There is a clear need to gather and publish more 
detailed, transparent information about who receives 
federally funded scholarships and how decisions about 
need and merit are made. Without improvements in 
transparency, it remains possible that students with 
vague Aboriginal heritage, mediocre academic 
performance, and relatively financially ‘average’ 
families in urban and regional locations will receive 
scholarships at the expense of students who truly 
need help.  

Until information collection and reporting improve, 
there is no way of knowing whether scholarships are 
being awarded more based on racial identification 
than genuine need. Until this is known, it will not be 

41 The Smith Family. (2023). Harnessing the power of education 
Impact Report 2022–23. Available at: 
https://www.thesmithfamily.com.au/-/media/files/about-us/our-
finances/22-23-annual-report/sf192-annual-report-2022-2023.pdf 
42 The Smith Family. (2024). Personal communication about the 
Learning for Life program. Note that these programs typically do not 
operate in remote or very remote areas. 
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possible to evaluate whether current federal 
government scholarship funding models are providing 
value for the taxpayer’s dollar or whether money that 

is meant to close the gap would be better spent on 
alternative programs.

 

 

 


