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A look at a non-traditional education model

A methodologically challenging evaluation

How we stepped outside the bubble to resolve 
the challenges

What we learned

Overview



Bradfield Senior College

• What is it?

• Where is it?

• What sets it apart from other 
schools?
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A non-traditional educational model

• Department of Education & TAFE NSW 
partnership

• Located on TAFE campus

• Seniors only (Year 11 & 12)

• Adult style learning environment

• Creative industries focus

• VET and HSC subjects offered side by side

• Project-based learning

• Flexible study arrangements

• Individual learning plans

• Focus on preparation for life after school, 
rather than ATAR
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The evaluation

• What did the evaluation seek to do?

• What made it challenging?



Task

The 2018 
departmental 

review 
recommended 
the evaluation, 
citing limited 
evidence of 
impact on 

student 
outcomes.

What is the impact of 
the BSC education 
model on student 
wellbeing, 
engagement and 
academic outcomes?

How did students fare 
compared to how they 
would have done if 
they had not gone to 
BSC?

Challenges

A lack of fit between 
traditional definitions 
of successful academic 
outcomes and college 
goals 

BSC’s unique 
characteristics meant 
that a suitable and 
comparison school 
could not be identified



Educational model

• NSW Department of Education and TAFE NSW partnership

• Integrated VET and HSC offerings

• Creative industry focus – learning, work experience, mentoring

• Adult-style learning environment

• Strong focus on project-based learning

• Prevalence of HSC Pathways arrangements

Student profile

• Enter from any school in any sector

• Limited access to pre-Bradfield data

• Many students previously at-risk of school disengagement 

• Student characteristics
9

What made the treatment 
group unique?



Challenge 1
Defining ‘academic success’

How could we resolve the 
lack of fit between 
traditional definitions of 
academic success and the 
goals of the college?

What is the impact of the BSC 
education model on student 
wellbeing, engagement and 
academic outcomes?
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What the literature said
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Research literature

As education systems shift from a single, linear pathway, to 
multiple, diverse pathways, there is little consensus about what 
academic outcomes or academic success mean

There is even less agreement about the suitability of many 
measures 

There has been a language shift toward successful schooling 
outcomes
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Mparntwe Education Declaration (2019)
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“…providing high-quality, relevant and engaging education and 
support necessary to complete their secondary school education. 
The senior years of schooling should provide all students with high-
quality advice, support and experiences to make informed choices 
about their future and smooth the initial transition to further 
education, training or meaningful employment.”

Educators should support young people by:

“…helping them acquire the cognitive and social skills necessary 
for life after school and equip students to remain engaged in 
learning throughout life. This support requires effective 
partnerships with education and training providers, employers, 
industry and the broader community.”

and by:



NSW Department of Education

Successful schooling outcomes: a working definition

Staying at school long enough to identify a 
potential career pathway

Developing aspirations and clear goals 
towards a future career 

Achieving key requirements to facilitate 
further study, training or employment

Transitioning to a planned post-school 
destination



NSW Department of Education

Indicators and data sources
Success criteria Indicators Data sources

Staying at school long 
enough to identify a 
potential career pathway

Retention Comparisons with NSW Government school 
students and between BSC matched students and 
the comparison group

Developing aspirations 
and clear goals towards a 
future career 

Expectations of academic success Comparisons with NSW Government school 
students using Tell Them From Me survey data in 
2019 and 2021Academic buoyancy 

Academic self-concept  

Academic motivation Student perspective (CESE Student Survey) 

Perspectives from parents, students, 
alumni

BSC surveys and interview data

Achieving key 
requirements to facilitate 
further study, training or 
employment

HSC attainment Comparisons between BSC matched students and 
the comparison group

ATAR eligibility Comparisons between BSC matched students and 
the comparison group

VET qualifications and progress TAFE VET qualifications data for BSC

Perspectives from parents, students 
and alumni

BSC surveys and interview data

Transitioning to a 
planned post-school 
destination

Post-school destinations Compared with all NSW school leavers using Post-
School Destinations and Experiences Survey data



Challenge 2
Building a counterfactual

How could we find a suitable 
counterfactual when the 
educational model is 

unique?

How did BSC students fare 
compared to how they 
would have done if they 
had not gone to BSC?



NSW Department of Education

Surveys & 

Interviews

Descriptive Benchmarking

Used summary statistics to 
describe outcomes at the 
aggregate level

Counterfactual Comparison
Applied a matching 
technique to construct a 
comparison group

Hypothetical Reflections
Collected qualitative 
insights about alternative 
student pathways
 

Comparative descriptive 
analysis
Compared BSC students with 
NSW government school 
students

Quasi-experimental

Estimated BSC’s impact by 
comparing students to a 
counterfactual group

Hypothetical narrative 
construction
Explored likely outcomes had 
BSC not been an option, based 
on reflections

From numbers to narratives

Aggregated 

data

Student 

level data

AnalysisMethod

Data type
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Gender

Age

Remoteness

NCCD 
indicators

Whether 
students 

require an 
adjustment 

due to a 
disability 

Year 9 
NAPLAN 

results

Reading

Numeracy 

Writing

LBOTE

Language 
background 
other than 

English

SEA
Socio-

educational 
advantage

Aboriginal 
and/or Torres 

Strait 
Islander

Matching student characteristics
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What we compared using the counterfactual

Year 12 retention 

HSC completion

ATAR eligibility

Completion of VET courses

18
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How did we use the counterfactual data?
(some examples from the report)

19

Counterfactual

BSC students have a 
similar HSC 

completion rate

BSC students attain 
fewer ATARs

BSC students have 
higher VET 

participation & 
completion rates

SurveysInterviews

BSC encourages 
students to identify & 

pursue own post-
school pathway

Many students chose 
BSC because of the 
creative and career 

focus

System data

VET completion rate at 
BSC is higher than 

NSW average

Students said if they 
had not moved to BSC, 
they probably wouldn’t 

have finished school

BSC Year 12 retention 
rate is similar to all 
NSW Govt schools

Year 12 retention was 
5% lower over 5 years, 
but the same over the 

last 2 years

Staff reported that 
retention strategies 

have improved results 
in last couple of years

Broad course offerings 
and career pathways 
were a key drawcard

BSC HSC completion 
rate is similar to all 
NSW Govt schools

BSC rate was 18.6% 
lower than for all NSW 

Govt schools

Only 50% of students 
said university was 

their goal

BSC motivated many  
students to stay 

engaged & complete 
their HSC 

HSC 
completion

ATAR 
attainment

VET 
completion

Year 12 
retention

Data sources
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Stepping outside the bubble

Context matters

• What does success mean? Who’s defining it? How 
best to measure it?

• Consider context when selecting outcome 
measures.

Building a strong counterfactual

• Select data reflecting your group’s unique traits.

• Use multiple sources.

Sparking new ideas

• Expand pathways for non-traditional learners.

• Build on previous success to offer broader 
opportunities.

Artwork by Grace Stuart
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Thank you

E: zina.baghi@det.nsw.edu.au 
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