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Murdoch Children’s Research Institute
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School Breakfast Club Program
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Team Around the Learner
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Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Framework 2013-2018

VCAMS

Victorian Child and Adolescent Monitoring System
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You Can Do It (program)
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Summary
This paper has been prepared for the Glenelg Local Action Group of Beyond the Bell Great
South Coast to highlight findings from initial research into early disengagement in primary
school and summarise the key contributing factors and successful strategies and
recommendations to address the issue in rural Victoria.

The Glenelg Shire is located in the far southwest of the state of Victoria and is
geographically isolated with a higher proportion of ATSI people, people with a disability,
disengaged young people, early school leavers and disadvantage.

The literature review included government strategies, plans and policies, academic
literature as well as ‘grey literature’ – information published on websites, in organisational
reports, and consultant documents.

The literature review found that the construct or meaning of the concept of disengagement
is complex with many other terms used. It is discussed across all disciplines and there
doesn’t appear to be a definitive definition. Disengagement is a continuum from fully
engaged through to totally disengaged with three interrelated dimensions or domains:
behavioural, affective and cognitive. For the purpose of this project, the following definition
of ‘disengagement’ is proposed:
A complex and multifaceted process of withdrawing and detaching from school as exhibited
by lack of participation in class, school and extracurricular activities; non-attendance or
absenteeism; lack of connectedness and sense of belonging; academic failure; poor
behaviour and attitudes.

Researchers note that disengagement is a process and not just an outcome. The
contributing factors are multifaceted and are clustered, with more than one event or issue.
Contributing factors related to individual characteristics and family background include the
following risk factors: being a victim of bullying or racism; chronic illness disability; mental
health issues; undiagnosed learning disorders; lack of parental or family support;
disadvantage; lack of connection to school; low self-esteem; poor behaviour and lack of
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aspiration. Some researchers argue that school culture is also a factor in school
engagement.

Protective factors that can assist include school and family connectedness; a sense of
belonging and control and feeling valued. The research also indicated that the earlier in the
process that an intervention was undertaken, the more likely it would succeed.

The primary school environment is different to secondary school due to the smaller size of
the school, the nurturing nature and the relationship with usually the one teacher. By year
3 children can already have internalised behaviours, strategies, and ideas of self-worth.

The research indicates that ready-made programs and strategies are not successful when
just transplanted from one school to another and need to be contextualised for each school
and community. In other words, a cookie cutter approach does not work. Models,
programs, and strategies should also be allowed to happen organically rather than be
applied top down.

Given the multidimensional and interrelated understanding of school disengagement and
engagement, interventions usually address multiple risk factors. Interventions include wrap
around programs that support students at risk or that have disengaged such as ‘Team
around the Learner’ and anti-bullying programs such as the ‘Rock and Water Program’ or
the ‘Friendly School and Families Program’. Mentoring programs such as ‘Big Brother Big
Sister’, ‘Salvos Power Hour’, ‘Kidshope’ and ‘Standing Tall’ have also been successful in
promoting school connectedness, engagement, and aspiration. Social and emotional
learning programs such as the ‘Be You’ initiative and ‘Play is the Way’ assist in the
development of resilience and prosocial behaviours. ‘Hands on Learning ‘can provide
assistance with school engagement, attendance and aspiration, while ‘breakfast clubs’ have
been successful in learning engagement and peer connections.

Other programs that have been used successfully to facilitate increased school engagement
include arts, sports, music, and technology programs and the ‘Classwide Peer Tutoring
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Program’. In the school setting, whole of school approaches such as ‘Positive Education’,
‘Respectful Relationships’, ‘Restorative Practice’, cultural training and programs such as ‘You
Can Do It’ are also effective.

To understand the extent of disengagement in the Glenelg Shire, data was accessed from
the DET VCAMs website and compared to the data from other council areas in the Great
South Coast (GSC), region as well as averages for the GSC and Victoria overall.

Regarding the range of indicators for disengagement, many of the Glenelg Shire scores
relatively highly compared to other local government areas in the GSC, the average for the
GSC and with Victoria overall. Glenelg scores are comparatively worse in the number of
students achieving the national benchmark for literacy and numeracy (academic
performance); connection to peers (years 5 and 6); children with emotional or behavioural
issues (behaviour issues); and absenteeism. Glenelg is mid-range for the proportion of
children with emotional or behavioural issues at school entry.

The observation that there is an issue of disengagement in the Glenelg Shire as articulated
by the relevant stakeholders is supported by the selected indicator data, however it should
be noted that some of the indicator data is outdated and some indicators are based on
subjective data (emotional or behavioural issues, and connection to peer and school). There
may also be other data sets that reveal a different or richer picture, but they are not
accessible in the public domain.

The following recommendations have been developed because of the review of literature
and data available in the public domain. Following the consultation process with
stakeholders, a final report will be developed with refined recommendations and supporting
information.

Recommendation 1: That the following definition is used in the consultations and discussion
of potential interventions and strategies: A complex and multifaceted process of
withdrawing and detaching from school as exhibited by lack of participation in class, school
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and extracurricular activities; non-attendance or absenteeism; lack of connectedness and
sense of belonging; academic failure; poor behaviour and attitudes

Recommendation 2: That interventions and strategies to address disadvantage in the
Glenelg Shire are context based and are organic and developed in collaboration with
stakeholders to reflect local needs and environments

Recommendation 3: That some of the evidence based programs and activities are
considered where they have the capacity to be tailored to the local context, e.g. Team
around the Learner; Standing Tall; Stepping Stones to School; Breakfast clubs; and
participation programs that involve sport, art music or technology

Recommendation 4: That any interventions and strategies developed as a consequence of
this project address multiple risk factors (as they are interrelated and dynamic)

Recommendation 5: That following the consultation with stakeholders, a further review of
interventions and strategies is undertaken for the final report, identifying a more relevant
range that can be made ‘bespoke’ or customised to suit the Glenelg communities.

Recommendation 6: That schools / stakeholders are asked to identify and provide any data
sets that might provide a richer and up to date understanding of the issue

Recommendation 7: That the indicator ‘connectedness to school and peers for grades 5
and 6’ is further explored as the basis for potential intervention

Recommendation 8: That the consultation with stakeholders provides for an understanding
of existing interventions, strategies and plans across the shire.
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Introduction
Beyond the Bell Great South Coast (BtBGSC) is a collaboration of agencies, organisations,
schools and communities working across six Council areas in south west Victoria to achieve
the vision that our community is a leader in working together to enable our young people to
succeed. School engagement and completion have been identified as key factors for the
wellbeing of our young people .

Each council area has a local action group working together on the issues relevant to their
communities. The Glenelg Local Action Group (GLAG) operates in the Glenelg Shire in the
far south west of the State of Victoria. The issue of early disengagement by students at
primary school was identified through consultation with key stakeholders including school
principals, primary school teachers, Year 7 transition staff, welfare staff, specialist support
services and Koorie Engagement Support Officers (KESOs). As a consequence, philanthropic
funding has been provided to undertake research and gain greater understanding of the
issue.

This issues paper has been developed as part of the first phase of this project. The aim of
this paper is to highlight findings from key research into early disengagement in primary
school and summarise key findings on contributing factors and successful strategies with
recommendations to address the issue in rural communities. The next step will be a
comprehensive consultation with key stakeholders. The consultation plan for this part of
the project is a separate document to be read in conjunction with this paper. A small team
of local people with existing relationships or links with schools and relevant stakeholders
have been recruited as local community facilitators to undertake the consultation.

Setting the Scene – Glenelg Shire
Located in the southwest corner of Victoria on Gunditjmara, Bunganditj and Jardwadjali
country, the Glenelg Shire is one of Victoria’s largest geographical areas. Covering a land
area of approximately 6,212 sq. kilometres, with a population of 19,759 (ERP Census 2016),
the shire is about 360 kilometres from the Melbourne CBD.
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Map of Victoria indicating Glenelg Shire location

Portland is the Shire’s main regional centre with 55% of the total population. The district
towns of Casterton and Heywood comprise 9% and 8.8% of the total population,
respectively. The remaining balance of the total population (27.2%) live within the smaller
settlements including Bolwarra, Dartmoor, Merino, and other smaller rural communities.

Portland is 4.5 hours by road from Melbourne and 6 hours from Adelaide. The Glenelg Shire
is one of the more remote and geographically isolated council areas in Victoria, with a
population density of approximately 3.2 people per square kilometre, (compared with a
density of 23.9 for Victoria). Travelling time of 1.5 hours between Portland and Casterton in
the north of the shire presents difficulties in service provision and the ability to work
together as a unified community.
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Map indicating settlements and towns of Glenelg Shire

Community Profile
A profile of the community assists in setting the scene and provides context to help in
understanding the opportunities and constraints for educators, families and children.
The demographic profile provided in the report ‘Health and wellbeing in the Glenelg Shire’
(Glenelg Shire Council, pp. 5-9) and Census data accessed from .id indicates that the Glenelg
Shire has:
•

2.4% of population identifying as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) (one of
the highest rates in Victoria)

•

lower proportions of children under 18 (20%) and older persons aged 60 or over
(30%) than regional Victoria and Victoria overall

•

7.4% of the population or 1,449 primary schoolers aged 5 to 11, slightly lower than
the average for regional Victoria and Victoria overall
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•

6.8% of population needing help in their daily lives due to disability, higher than the
average for regional Victoria and Victoria overall

•

8.8% of population aged 0-19 years needing help in their daily lives due to disability,
higher than the average for Victoria overall

•

2.3% of people spoke a language other than English at home – lower than the
average for regional Victoria and Victoria overall

•

Higher proportion of the population (40.5%) left school at Year 10 or below
compared to regional Victoria (34.7%) and Victoria (25.8%)

•

Higher rates of disengagement with employment and education for 15 to 24-year
olds (13.8% disengaged and 15.5% partially engaged) compared to 8.2% and 10.7%
for Victoria overall

The Socio Economic Indexes For Areas (SEIFA Index), using a mix of information such as
incomes, education levels, household and car ownership, occupations, and labour force, has
placed Glenelg among the most disadvantaged municipalities in Victoria (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2016), with an index of 947 – placing it among the most disadvantaged 14% of
municipalities in the state.

Other data from the Victorian Department of Education and Training (SEHQ, 2019) indicates
that children in the Glenelg Shire are more likely (compared with those in non-metro or
Victoria overall) to:
•

Have difficulties with speech and language and are less likely to be seeing a speech
pathologist

•

Have participated in a kindergarten program led by a qualified early education
teacher ( a strength)

•

Be at moderate risk of developmental or behavioural problems

Data from the Crime Statistics Agency indicates that at year ending June 2020 Glenelg Shire
had higher rates of family violence incidents per 100,000 (1,932.6) than Victoria overall
(1,643), and had the highest rates of all the municipalities in the Great South Coast Region.
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Summary of Glenelg Shire profile
In summary, the Glenelg Shire has a higher proportion of ATSI people; has higher rates of
people with a disability; higher rates of early school leaving and disengagement for 15 to
24-year olds; and higher rates of family violence. The shire is one of the more remote and
geographically isolated council areas in Victoria and is among the 14% of most
disadvantaged council areas in the state.
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What does the literature say?
There is an overwhelming amount of literature on secondary school disengagement and the
many programs and activities designed to improve student retention, however there is less
available focussed on primary school. There is even less available relating to Victoria, and in
particular, rural and remote areas.

This review concentrates on the primary school years from prep to grade 6 and also on the
transition from year 6 to 7 in secondary school. It summarises the research relating to
student engagement and disengagement, including the associated factors, concepts, as well
as programs and practices designed to address the issues.

Search strategies
As Murray et al (2004) note:
Student engagement and disengagement is not an educational field in its own right. It
crosses various disciplines and there are no journals, regular conferences, or
professional societies that focus on this issue (2004, p. 25)

Therefore literature searches were necessary across several disciplines including
education, psychology and social sciences.

The key words used in searches included: Learner engagement; elementary school students;
primary school students; primary schools; disengagement; engagement; retention;
attendance; transition; truancy; absenteeism; detached students; disaffected students;
alienated students; and at risk students.

Searches included academic databases including Education Resources Information Center
(ERIC); Informit; Australian Education Index (AEI); ACEReSearch; Austrom; ProQuest
Searches were also undertaken online seeking unpublished research, reports and research
in progress (grey literature) including websites of the Victorian Department of Education
and Training; Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY); Australian
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Council for Educational Research (ACER); Murdoch Children’s Research Institute (MCRI);
Mitchell Institute; Brotherhood of St Laurence; Google Scholar; ResearchGate and ScribD.
Bibliographies of existing research reports were also scanned and online searches were
conducted of known researchers in an endeavour to uncover more recent studies.

Why is disengagement important?
According to researchers, school engagement is important as it can influence academic and
cognitive outcomes (Cunha and Heckman, 2009).

The literature indicates that children and young people who disengage are at risk of school
dropout which affects their likelihood of employment, income, health and social inclusion.
It is also linked to engagement in crime. According to Hancock and Zubrick (2015, p. 6),
‘early school leaving is more often the end point of a long process of disengagement over
time. Therefore, it is important to identify problems with disengagement early’.

In Australia, Burns et al (2008) note that key statistics demonstrate that young people who
are disengaged from school, work, family and community are at greater risk of
homelessness, substance use, mental health issues and suicide.

Murray et al (2004) note that engagement matters not only because it relates to
achievement, but also relates to belonging and self worth as well as active citizenship and
responsibility for self.
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Government and Policy context
A review of government policy, strategy and planning was undertaken to identify current
and potential piece areas of focus by government. The review also identified where some of
the work being undertaken at state and national government levels to improve educational
outcomes aligns with this project. Targets and actions that are in alignment with student
disengagement and engagement are included below.

Alice Springs (Mparntwe)Education Declaration
Australian Governments working collectively together through the Council of Australian
Governments Education Council have set out the vision for education in Australia. The
Declaration sets out the vision for education in Australia and commitment to improving
educational outcomes for young Australians. Commitments to action outlined in the report
that align include:
•

Develop stronger partnerships with parents, carers and families to enhance learner
engagement, progress and achievement

•

Building foundational skills through the primary school years to provide a strong
foundation for continued learning success throughout school and beyond

•

Enhancing middle years development, recognising that this is a time when there is
the greatest risk of disengagement through learning

•

Embedding pathways for learning and supporting effective transitions including
between early childhood to primary school and from primary to secondary school

•

Supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners to reach their potential,
fostering access, engagement, progress and achievement. This includes providing
safe learning environments and engaging learners, families and communities in all
aspects of education
• Supporting all young Australians at risk of educational disadvantage, encouraging
them and their families and communities to hold high expectations for the future
with targeted support for learners such as those from low socioeconomic
backgrounds, regional, rural and remote areas, migrants and refugees, out of home
care, homeless young people, and children with disability to reach their potential.
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The commitment includes working to equality of opportunity and educational outcomes for
all students at risk of educational disadvantage

COAG National Education Reform Agreement
The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) have agreed on common goals and longterm national outcomes with national targets and sub-outcomes for schooling in Australia
for the period 2019-2023. It sets out the responsibilities of the Commonwealth, States and
Territories and the role of the non-government sector.
The set of evidence based reforms and policy initiatives includes a range of initiatives to
track and monitor student attainment and growth (including the implementation of a
national unique student identifier); reviewing pathways into work, further education and
training; teacher workforce needs and accreditation; establishing an independent evidence
institute to inform practice, systems, and policies; improving data quality and collection.

The Education State
The Victorian Government has committed to make Victoria ‘The Education State’ with
investments aimed to improve outcomes for children, young people and adult learners in
Victoria. Four target areas have been identified to improve student outcomes, including
‘breaking the link – ensuring more students stay in school and breaking the link between
disadvantage and outcomes for students. Targeted programs for disadvantaged students,
high needs students and young people in-out-of home care include ‘Lookout’ and
‘Navigator’.

Expert Advisory Panel for Rural and Regional Students: Recommendations for the Minister of
Education on improving educational outcomes for students in Rural and Regional Victoria
The Expert Advisory Panel for Rural and Regional Students was established in 2019 to
examine the critical challenges and barriers that contribute to the current gap in educational
attainment between rural and regional students and metropolitan students in both primary
and secondary government schools.
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The findings included the several themes to be used in recommendations to further
strengthen the learning and development outcomes for rural and regional student in
Victoria:
1. Planning and strategy
2. Wide aspiration, high expectation and informed choice
3. School resourcing
4. Student support
5. Inclusive communities
6. Curriculum provision
7. Attraction and retention of principals, teachers and support staff
8. Professional development

Although ‘disengagement’ was not included in the consultation themes, the findings were
relevant to improving student engagement and outcomes. The consultation feedback noted
that rural and regional students can have lower levels of expectation and aspiration for their
future than metropolitan students. Factors contributing to student aspiration include:
-

parent and family views on education.

-

family socio-economic status.

-

exposure to diverse post school education pathways.

-

availability of transition support and assistance.

-

peer influences and views regarding education.

-

local community attitudes toward education.

Participants in the consultation felt strongly that the focus on career pathways and
aspirations needed to start in primary school and that solid early foundations to learning
impacted on aspirations later in life. Feedback also suggested that ‘weaker aspirations
contributed to the earlier school disengagement particularly prevalent in some regional
centres. In addition, the panel heard that ‘where groups of schools developed common high
quality reading programs in early primary years, students were better positioned to have
positive associations with learning which could develop into wider and stronger aspirations
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for their future’. The researchers also noted that schools working together led to better
outcomes.

The report also notes the relationship between mental health and absenteeism with
participants in the consultation reporting that ‘untreated or under-treated mental ill health
in students was contributing to high absence rates, which were seen to be trending upwards
particularly in regional centres. Participants also highlighted the increasing earlier need for
dedicated mental health support in primary schools, and the increasing complexity of
student health needs. Trauma informed approaches were identified to help with the
management of disruptive or challenging behaviours.

Marrung: Aboriginal Educational Plan
The Plan acknowledges that learning outcomes are greatly improved with strong
partnerships and connections with families and communities, and culturally supportive and
responsive learning communities.
The Plan notes that “40% of Koorie students are away from school for between 4 and 16
weeks a year (compared to 23% of non-Koorie students” (p. 27), and that DET has in place
several strategies to improve attendance:
•

‘Every Day Counts’ – Koorie specific resources are available

•

Attendance and enrolment guidelines to assist schools to create and maintain
environments where students feel safe and supported.

•

Koorie Education Workforce to support schools to improve student engagement,
retention, achievement and wellbeing and assist schools to build relationships with
Koorie families, children and communities

•

A variety of formal and informal mentoring opportunities (e.g. Koorie Academy of
Excellence; Clontarf Academies; Dance Academies)

•

Team around the Learner (wrap-around support services to support students to
engage or re-engage with learning)

•

LOOKOUT Education Support Centres to support children in out-of-home care

•

Navigator – initiative to deliver improved outcomes for disengaged students
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A selection of the key enablers that align with this project include:
•

Creating a positive climate for learning and development

•

Building community engagement in learning and development

•

Excellence in teaching, learning and development

A selection of the key actions that align with this project include:
•

The proportion of students who report high resilience will grow by 20%

•

The proportion of students who leave education early will fall by 50%

•

Close the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal school attendance within five
years

•

Over the next five years 25 per cent more Year 5 students will reach the highest
levels of achievement in reading and maths

•

Percentage of Aboriginal students above the bottom three bands for reading and
numeracy in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 (NAPLAN Testing) (BP3 targets)

•

Halve the gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievements for Aboriginal
students by 2018 (COAG and VAAF)

•

Close the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal attendance within five years
(COAG)

•

Over the next five years 25 per cent more Year 5 students will reach the highest
levels of achievement in reading and maths

The Plan also notes that the Koorie population is highly dispersed across schools and
education leaders my not consider Koorie identity or learning outcomes as a priority. Only
12% of schools include improving Koorie student outcomes in their performance plans and
only 26% of school leaders have undertaken professional development around Koorie
learning and culture in the last 2 years (p. 22).

Summary of government and policy context
All tiers of government are committed to improving educational outcomes for young people
and recognise that success in primary school provides a strong foundation for later on. They
also recognise and prioritise the following factors:
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-

working with parents, carers and families

-

disadvantaged families

-

the middle years and transition points

-

ATSI families

They also acknowledge the importance of student engagement, aspiration and mental
health / resilience to learning achievement.
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The concepts of ‘disengagement’ and ‘engagement’
A review of the literature indicates that the construct or meaning of ‘disengagement’ is
complex, nuanced and multifaceted. The terms ‘engagement’ and ‘disengagement’ are both
used in the literature along with other terms such as ‘truancy’, ‘school dropout’,
‘disaffection’, ‘connectedness’, ‘re-engagement’, etc. It is also discussed in many different
disciplines including psychology, sociology and education. There doesn’t seem to be any
single agreed on definition as it is described and measured in many different ways. Some
researchers view engagement and disengagement as different constructs (Skinner et al,
2008) and others, according to Hancock and Zubrick (2015) who undertook a large literature
review, view ‘disengagement’ and ‘engagement’ as representing two ends of the same
continuum. They go on further to add that the literature indicates that this is complex
because:
•

Students can be disengaged at different levels (e.g. with content, in class, with
school and / or with education as a whole)

•

There are different types or domains of engagement (emotional, behavioural and
cognitive)

•

Where levels of disengagement intersect with types of disengagement, different
indicators of disengagement can be identified

•

Disengagement is both a process and an outcome.

•

Contexts beyond the educational setting (i.e. family) are an integral part of
disengagement processes (pp. 5-6)

A definitive report on student disengagement from primary schooling was undertaken in
2004 by Sally Murray and a team of researchers for the Centre for Childhood Studies (CASS),
Faculty of Education, Monash University, Melbourne. They define student engagement as
a ‘multi-dimensional concept involving three interrelated dimensions: behavioural, affective
and cognitive’, and draw on work undertaken by Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris (2004) with
the following explanation:
Behavioural engagement draws on the idea of participation; it includes involvement
in academic and social or extracurricular activities and is considered crucial for
achieving positive academic outcomes and preventing dropping out. Emotional [or
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affective] engagement encompasses positive and negative reactions to teachers,
classmates, academics, and school and is presumed to create ties to an institution
and influence willingness to do the work. Finally, cognitive engagement draws on the
idea of investment; it incorporates thoughtfulness and willingness to exert the effort
necessary to comprehend complex ideas and master difficult skills (p. 60).

A similar definition was outlined by Balfanz, Herzog and MacIver (2007) who defined school
disengagement as
A higher order factor composed of correlated subfactors measuring different
aspects of the process of detaching from school, disconnecting from its norms and
expectations, reducing effort and involvement as school and withdrawing from a
commitment to school and to school completion (p. 224).

Finn and Zimmer (2012) provide the following definition of disengaged students, which can
also be considered as a framework:
Disengaged students are those who do not participate actively in class and school
activities, do not become cognitively involved in learning, do not fully develop or
maintain a sense of school belonging, and/or exhibit inappropriate or counterproductive
behaviour. All of these risk behaviours reduce the likelihood of school success.
Disengaged students may have entered school without adequate cognitive or social
skills, find it difficult to learn basic engagement behaviours, and fail to develop positive
attitudes that perpetuate their participation in class, or they may have entered school
with marginal or positive habits that become attenuated due to unaddressed academic
difficulties, dysfunctional interactions with teachers or administrators, or strong ties to
other disengaged students (p. 99)

Another approach was undertaken by Dr Jane Burns and a team of researchers who sought
to clarify the problem of youth disengagement and identify solutions across policy and
practice in 2008 for the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY). They
noted that ‘engagement is not a linear process or a definitive destination’. They arrived at
an ‘engagement spectrum’, noting that a young person may be disengaged from school but
engaged in employment, family or peer group:
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Youth Engagement Spectrum (Burns, 2008, p. 13)
Youth Engagement Spectrum

Disengaged

Engaged
with Risk

Under Engaged

Engaged
Youth

Highly
Engaged

Over
Engaged

A simpler definition closer to home has been adopted by the Victorian Department of
Education and Training (DET) who have drawn upon the research and assert that a student
is engaged when they:
•

participate in all areas of the school including academic, social and extracurricular
activities (behavioural engagement)

•

feel included in the school and has feelings of belonging to the school (emotional
engagement)

•

are personally invested in and take ownership of their learning (cognitive
engagement)

DET articulates disengagement as ‘a situation where a child or young person demonstrates
none of the above characteristics, or they are not enrolled or have very poor school
attendance’(DET website).
The DET model draws on the domains of engagement which are largely agreed on in the
literature as: emotional, behavioural and cognitive.

Hancock and Zubrick (2015), provide a conceptual diagram of engagement, with examples
of forms of disengagement. This concept diagram notes that the domains of disengagement
intersect with the levels of disengagement and therefore indicators of disengagement (or
engagement) can be identified.
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Conceptual diagram of engagement (Hancock and Zubrick, 2015, p. 17)

In summary, for the purpose of this project the following definition of ‘disengagement’ is
proposed:
A complex and multifaceted process of withdrawing and detaching from school as exhibited
by lack of participation in class, school and extracurricular activities; non-attendance or
absenteeism; lack of connectedness and sense of belonging; academic failure; poor
behaviour and attitudes.
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Factors that cause disengagement and engagement
Although student engagement and disengagement is mostly discussed in the literature with
the focus on school dropout or early leaving, some researchers note that it is more than just
the outcome, it is a long process that begins much earlier. As Hancock and Zubrick note, it is
more of a process with relationships described as reciprocal, cyclical and reinforced over
time.
As students withdraw emotionally from school (emotional disengagement), their
participation declines (behavioural disengagement), leading to poorer academic
performance. This cycle continues over the student career, culminating in such
disaffection with school that a young person may leave school entirely (2015, p. 18).

Foliano et al (2010) assert that schools play a relatively limited role in influencing students’
engagement with school, and that individual characteristics and family background matter
more. Their paper discusses the determinants of school engagement and focusses on the
link between emotional engagement and achievement. Interestingly, they found that high
achieving schools often have students that are less emotionally engaged, but that they have
lower rates of truancy. They hypothesise that this may be due to increased stress levels
associated with academic achievement and testing. They also note that being a victim of
bullying may also result in disengagement from school.

Stehlik (2013), discusses the gendered nature of engagement, noting that:
While girls might appear to educators to be compliant, they can in fact be
experiencing issues related to self-image or self-esteem and are not so easily
identified as being at risk of disengaging in comparison to boys, whose behaviour
is generally more obvious (2013, p. 20).

Burns et al (2008) undertook a systematic literature review and identified key factors
associated with disengagement and engagement in school as outlined in the following table.
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Key factors associated with school disengagement and engagement
Source: Burns et al (2008), p. 21
Disengagement

Engagement

Male, low SES, Indigenous, living in a rural

Female, high wellbeing score, high

or remote location, low rated school

self-assessed achievement score,

achievement, attend government school,

good grades, low risk behaviour, high

attended multiple schools, exclusion from

career aspirations, high family income,

school because of cost, teenage pregnancy,

positive family relationships, parents

drug use, low parental education, sole

working, small family, high parental

parent family, disabled, poor family

expectations, tertiary educated parents,

attachment, working long hours in part-

living with both natural parents, attend a

time job, family conflict, punitive parenting,

non-government school, good relationships

poor school environment, irrelevant

with teachers, positive school climate,

curriculum, poor teaching, and

sense of belonging at school, good peer

poor relationships with teachers.

relations, living in metro area, and access to
ICT.

Furthermore, Burns et al (2008) assert that the interactions between risk and protective
factors are complex. They identified key themes across the literature, including evidence
that brain development in adolescence is just as important as in infancy and toddlerhood;
clustering effects (e.g. young people experiencing conflict at home are more likely to report
poor school connectedness, increased conflict with teachers, poorer communication skills
and poorer self-concept) and that protective factors include school and family
connectedness, a sense of belonging and control and feeling valued. Their consultation with
young people identified the factors that promote engagement as being part of a community
and feeling valued; acknowledging diversity; and having control and choice. They identified
some of the barriers to engagement as experiencing racism and / or prejudice.

Burns et al have developed a model of hypothetical pathways to disengagement. They note
that:
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Researchers interested in longitudinal studies have spent decades studying the
interactions between risk and protective factors and statisticians have produced
sophisticated causal pathways that explain a variety of outcomes. This hypothetical
model is a discussion piece only (2008, p.25)

Hypothetical pathways to disengagement (Burns et al, 2008, p. 25)
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Hancock and Zubrick discuss the risk factors associated with student engagement identified
through their literature analysis noting that:
Student disengagement is strongly associated with home and family context and the
degree to which parents can economically, socially, and emotionally support children
and young people to engage at school (2015, p. 26).

They identify from their analysis that children from disadvantaged backgrounds or of low
socio-economic status are more likely to experience higher absence rates, lack of interest at
school and poorer classroom behaviours; all indicators of disengagement. The reasons for
this are multiple and varied, and include lacking necessary resources, increased stress and
conflict within families, and the educational aspirations of students and their parents. They
summarise the risk factors (individually or together) associated with disengagement, as:
• students whose families provide limited educational support or who do not value
education
• students living in families with limited resources, including human, psychological and
social capital, income or time
• students who arrive at school with limited school readiness
• students who do not form a connection with school, peers or teachers
• students with frequent absences
• students who are not achieving well
• students with chronic illness, disability or mental health issues
• Aboriginal students
• students living in more remote areas
• students living in areas of concentrated disadvantage (independent of family-level
disadvantage)
• students attending schools with a concentration of disadvantaged students
(Hancock and Zubrick, 2015, p. 27)

Finn (1989), describes two models for understanding disengagement or drop out as a
developmental process that may begin in the earliest grades. This seminal research is
referred to many times in the later literature on disengagement and engagement. The first
model is described as a frustration-self-esteem model, identifying school failure as the
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starting point in a cycle that may culminate in the student’s rejecting or being rejected by
the school. The second model described as the participation-identification model focuses
on a student’s involvement in schooling, and asserts that if a student is unable to develop a
sense of identification with school through participation in school or class activities, then it
may affect their engagement and increase the risk of disengagement.

Finn further contends that poor school performance or school failure can be caused by
undiagnosed learning problems, mental health issues, or lack of motivation or aspiration. A
pattern of school failure is then set up leading to the student’s self-view being threatened.
This in turn can then cause problem behaviour- as the student attempts to raise their selfesteem.

Finn goes on to further assert that students who identify with school or have a sense of
commitment and therefore have a feeling of ‘belongingness’ are less likely to engage in
delinquent behaviour and disengage or drop out. He also emphasises the importance of
bonding to parents and to schools. He observes that the extent to which a student
‘identifies with school is related to such behaviours as absenteeism, truancy, dropout and
delinquency’ (1989, p. 126).

He also discusses participation and notes the relationship between participation and
identification and notes that ‘dropouts’ and ‘delinquents’ participate less in the ‘social,
extracurricular and athletic aspects of school life’ (1989, p. 128). Interestingly he asserts that
the research shows that families of ‘dropouts’ had less intrafamily communication and
fewer friends. These students reported that ‘there was no-one in the family in whom they
could confide or who accepted them as a complete person’ (1989, p. 130).

In a review of the research and practice relating to student disengagement from primary
schooling in 2004, Murray and a team of researchers from the Centre for Childhood Studies
(CASS) Monash University discuss the factors associated with student engagement. They
note the lack of research on students who may be achieving but who are disengaged,
withdrawn or passively compliant, and observe that these students may be at risk of
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underachievement or psychosocial problems. Murray et al see the non-school risk factors
for educational disengagement as individual, family and social factors, but also note the
school factors, and provide the characteristics of schools that engage and disengage
students in the following categories or dimensions: connectedness; control over learning;
intellectual challenge and richness; interaction; teacher-student relationships; teacher role;
student grouping and streaming; diversity; expectations; professional learning; teacher
knowledge and morale; student participation in school life; school organisation; disciplinary
climate; and community links (20014, p. 12). They concluded their report observing that
engagement is as much a feature and outcome of schools as it is an attribute of individual
students, and even programs for vulnerable students reflected the need to build ‘engaging
schools’.

In 2015, the Australian Government released the National Mental Health Commission’s
2014 Review of Mental Health Programmes and Services. The report confirmed the
reciprocal relationships between wellbeing, engagement and learning and highlighted the
effects of bullying on learning. It also noted that 1 in 7 (13.9%) of Australian children and
adolescents in 2013-2014 were experiencing mental health issues with an increase of the
prevalence of major depressive disorder impacting on functioning at school.

The ‘Student Wellbeing, Engagement and Learning across the Middle Years’ report (2018)
prepared by The Centre for Adolescent Health, Murdoch Children’s Research Institute
examines changes in student wellbeing and learning across the middle years, drawing on
recent longitudinal data on Australian students from the Childhood to Adolescence
Transition Study. The report highlighted that a large proportion of students in the middle
years (8-14 years) are not tracking well with around 10% reporting persistent low wellbeing,
and 20% reporting persistent emotional problems and a similar number with persistent
behavioural problems. Also of concern is the prevalence of bullying with over 20% of
students in years 3-5 being bullied across 2 or all 3 years (2018, p. 3)

The report also noted that one in six students disengage during the late primary years and
that maintaining engagement in primary school is likely to be essential for improving
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learning outcomes in the secondary years. The report also noted that subjective wellbeing
in primary school predicts poor engagement and learning with students reporting persistent
low levels of wellbeing in mid primary school being twice as likely to be disengaged from
school by year 7 (2018, p. 21).

Diehl (2019) argues that the school culture is a factor in disengagement:
Strong, culturally competent relationships lay the foundation for a school culture
that can significantly improve a students perception of attending school increase the
level of success which can transcend beyond the school site (Diehl, 2019).

Diehl works in alternative education and notes that they often hear the all too common
story of the school not meeting the students needs. He also notes that that a sense of
belonging is related to future success, especially for minority students (culturally and
economically), and that the exclusion form of discipline compounds disengagement.

More recently and locally, the Victorian Department of Education and Training (DET) have
identified a range of factors that may contribute to student engagement, including family
and community factors, personal factors and school related factors. These factors appear to
be supported by the findings in the academic literature. The DET website goes on further to
advise that the indicators at the school level that a student may be at risk of disengaging
include:
•

erratic or no attendance

•

low literacy or numeracy/poor attainment

•

lack of interest in school and/or stated intention to leave

•

negative interactions with peers

•

behavioural issues including aggression, violence, or social withdrawal

•

significant change in behaviour, attitude or performance

The literature review conducted by Hancock and Zubrick (2015) concluded that differing
expectations about school readiness and the basis for a child or young person’s onward
attachment and engagement with school and learning have resulted in a struggle between
schools and families to position the responsibility for student engagement and
disengagement. This points to the need for more integration of student, parent and school
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expectations and a more inclusive pathway for solutions. They go on to note that more
dialogue and better research is needed combining the perspectives of students, parents and
teachers (2015, p. 72).

Summary of factors that cause disengagement and engagement
In summary, the academic literature stresses that disengagement is not just an outcome but
is a process that occurs over time. The causes or risk factors are multifaceted and are
clustered – it is often not just the one issue or event, but several, and it is not just related to
schools but is also related to individual characteristics and family background. Risk factors
include: being a victim of bullying or racism; chronic illness; disability; mental health issues;
undiagnosed learning disorders; lack of parental or family support; disadvantage; lack of
involvement or connection to school; low self-esteem; poor behaviour; and lack of
aspiration.

Protective factors that can assist in keeping students engaged include school and family
connectedness, a sense of belonging and control and feeling valued.
The research also identified that the earlier in the process that an intervention was
undertaken, the more likely it would be successful.
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Interventions and Strategies
The primary school environment is very different compared to secondary school. Primary
school is often a more nurturing environment in a classroom usually with the one teacher.
Secondary school on the other hand is often a much larger institution where new
relationships need to be developed and where there are usually different teachers for
different subjects. Duty of care obligations also differ from primary school to secondary
school. According to Stehlik (2013), interventions that commence in primary school ‘provide
a strong opportunity for improving transitions and addressing disengagement’ (p. 18).
Stehlik (2013) asserts that by Year 3:
Children have already formed sets of behaviours, values and coping strategies that
become internalised and from then on determine how they see the world and
themselves in it – their self-worth for example (2013, p. 18).

Regarding interventions and strategies to improve school engagement in upper primary
school, he noted that contextual factors are important, with regional and community
demographic variations. Intervention models and strategies cannot be simply transported
to other schools and communities – each school context and community needs to be
considered. Intervention models and strategies cannot be simply transported to other
schools and communities. He recommends that ‘models, programs and projects need to be
allowed to develop organically, rather than top down, based on what works for that school
and community’ (2013, p. 19).

Stehlik (2013) contends that there is no single model that can be recommended for primary
schools given the importance of context and individualised responses in addressing
disengagement in the early years, however provides a list of considerations or themes for
consideration including providing support for children to get to school; community
mentoring; early identification of potential at-risk children and families; a focus on a wholeof-school approach, and introduction of a middle school structure and philosophy; and a
cluster arrangement for schools to work together.
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Nonetheless, a range of interventions, programs, strategies and activities have been
identified elsewhere in the research. Where possible, the interventions included in this
paper are evidence based and have been evaluated. This is not an exhaustive list, and there
may be many more that may emerge and be identified through the consultation phase of
this project, including emerging and promising practice and programs and activities already
in place in Glenelg.

A selection of interventions has been summarised and thematically arranged by risk factor
and are informed by the research and literature. Some of the interventions address
multiple risk factors (which are also multidimensional and dynamic), however for the sake of
this issues paper have only been included once with reference to the other risk factors
identified.

Social and emotional wellbeing: building self-esteem, self confidence
There is increasing recognition of the importance of promoting positive social and emotional
wellbeing in children and young people (Stehlik, 2013) with the links between the wellbeing
of the child and their behaviour, health and learning outcomes well established. This
requires effective partnerships that include families and the wider community working in
collaborative relationships with teachers and schools to provide safe, caring learning
environments for children (Stehlik, 2019). This is exemplified in models such as the Beyond
the Bell Great South Coast (BTBGSC) collective impact initiative and the South Australian
ICAN model.

Innovative Community Action Networks (ICANs) were funded over four years in South
Australia (2012-2016) to develop strong local school and community partnerships in areas
identified as having low school retention and high social risk factors. Like BTBGSC, they
required a ‘joined up approach to education. The project employed a ‘wrap-around’
approach to case management where services were wrapped around the particular needs of
individual students. Although the ICAN model was defunded in South Australia, the model
appears to be continuing in some communities such as Ceduna.
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Team Around the Learner
Team around the learner (TAL) employs a ‘wrap-around’ approach to support students or
learners at risk of disengaging or have disengaged from education and learning. This
approach is supported by the Victorian DET with support for schools with tools and
templates available from the DET website and training modules for schools to enhance their
understanding of the TAL approach. This approach has been implemented by several
schools in the Great South Coast area.

Stepping Stones to School (SS2S) is a program that was developed in the Glenelg Shire to
enable a smooth and positive transition from early year programs into primary school. A
wrap around service is provided for vulnerable families providing additional assistance in
the transition process. An evaluation report (Nagorcka Smith, 2019) found that the program
has shown substantial progress towards meeting both medium term and short-term
outcomes. This program could be adapted for primary school and the transition from
primary school to secondary school.

Anti-Bullying
Bullying has been identified as a public health issue and constitutes a serious risk for social
and emotional health as well as student achievement and engagement. Bullying can take
several forms including physical bullying (hitting or kicking), verbal bullying (teasing,
ridiculing or name calling), relational bullying ( social exclusion or reputational damage),
property bullying (possessions damaged or stolen) and cyber bullying (using social media to
send intimidating messages and post cruel comments). Over the past ten years, there have
been many anti bullying programs developed and implemented. A discussion of these
would entail a separate detailed research report, however a couple of evidence-based
programs that were mentioned in the literature are included below.

The Rock and Water Program was referenced in the Stehlik paper on addressing
disengagement (2013, p. 22) and is an intervention developed in the Netherlands to
increase the psychosocial wellbeing of children, thereby aiming to reduce bullying and
subsequently improving feelings of social safety of children. According to the website, it is a
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psychophysical program delivered over a number of lessons to students in primary or
secondary school. The program is martial arts based and a series of exercises and games are
practised to develop confidence and self-reflection. Teachers are trained and accredited
and the program is part of the school curriculum / plan. The program is used world-wide
and several schools in Australia are accredited ‘Rock and Water’ schools. An evaluation of
the program (Reitz el al, 2019) found that children in the Rock and Water program reported
‘a decline in physical victimization and bullying ‘other’, and a stronger improvement in levels
of self-regulation, self-esteem, and well-being (less depressive feeling) (2019, p. 16).

Friendly School and Families Program is included in the Best Start Catalogue of early
intervention strategies for children’s health and wellbeing (Victoria, Department of Human
Services, 2007) and is identified as an evidence-based program by Communities That Care.
This program is a whole school bullying prevention program and provides resources to build
school capacity to systematically respond to bullying and strategies for parents, teachers,
and students to effectively prevent and manage bullying.

Mentoring:
Student mentoring programs aim to promote school connectedness, engagement and
aspiration for children and young people. There are several mentoring models in place in
primary schools in Victoria, usually involving community volunteers as mentors and aiming
to build positive relationships in a safe environment and enabling successful learning and to
build confidence, self-esteem and often aspiration. Research indicates that mentoring
works best when strong relationships are formed between mentors and youth, and that
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to benefit from these
programs (DuBois et al, 2002). A 1995 impact study of the program ‘Big Brothers Big Sisters’
found that the young people in this program skipped fewer classes and days and did better
in their school grades. In addition, there were improvements in relationships with parents
and peers (Tierney, J.P., 1995, reissued in 2000).
Other examples include the Salvos Power Hour on the Bellarine Peninsula, the Kidshope
Mentoring Program and the Standing Tall programs in Hamilton, Warrnambool and
Heywood.
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The Kidshope program is an early intervention primary school-based mentoring program.
Established under the auspice of World Vision Australia in 2004, it is now an independent
not for profit company and registered charity.

Standing Tall is a school-based mentoring program where community volunteers are trained
to become mentors, visiting allocated students for an hour each week with the aim of
building their self-confidence and resilience and assisting them to engage in their education.
Although currently a secondary school program, the model could be replicated and modified
for primary schools.

Social and emotional learning
There are many programs operating in Australian schools that target mental health and
wellbeing for children. In 2015, the Australian Government released the National Mental
Health Commission’s 2014 Review of Mental Health Programmes and Services. The Review
articulated the need for a whole of school approach to mental health, noting that
evidence-based programmes and initiatives focusing on children in their earliest years and
their families improve educational outcomes, can reduce the need for mental health
treatment in later and adult years and limit intergenerational cycles of poor mental health
(National Mental Health Commission, National Review, Vol. 1, p. 12)
As a consequence, Beyond Blue was appointed to lead the initiative Be You, a national
mental health initiative for educators. Be You is an integration of the multiple initiatives
promoting social and emotional health and wellbeing for children and young people
including KidsMatter and Mind Matter. It is an evidence based multi module information
toolkit that schools can use to develop and implement their own tailored mental health
strategies. It provides access to an online platform of interactive evidence based resources
and access to professional development modules for educators and teachers.

Play is the way is a practical methodology to teaching social and emotional skills using
guided play, classroom activities and an empowering language. The Canadian program is
currently running in a variety of Victorian schools and is useful in supporting children with
pro-social behaviour. It allows for a process to be tailored for individual schools and
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classrooms and requires an investment in the resources and equipment. Typically, students
participate in 4 x 20-minute games sessions per week of the school year, for every year of
primary school. The program is evidence based, however it should be noted that the sample
size for evaluations has been small.

Connection to School
Hands On Learning (HOL) is an early intervention educational program that seeks to increase
attendance and retention of middle years students regarded as at risk of disengagement
and or early school leaving. Young people are identified and referred to a HOL class –
usually projects such as construction (e.g. structure or a pizza oven), gardening, cooking, etc.
An evaluation of the program at Benalla College (Turnbull, M., 2013) found that this case
study demonstrated the positive impacts on the wellbeing, confidence and self-esteem of
young people who are dealing (in some circumstances) with mental health issues. Turnbull
inferred improved academic engagement, school attendance, development of learner
identity and understanding of educational pathways (2013, p. 29). Although primarily aimed
at secondary school students, a modified version may be appropriate for primary schools.

Breakfast Clubs have been established in many schools to provide children with a healthy
meal at the start of the day to help their learning and engagement with school and to build
connections between students, school and local communities. In 2015 the Victorian
Government provided funds to partner with Foodbank Victoria and establish breakfast Clubs
in 500 of Victoria’s most disadvantaged primary schools. An independent evaluation of The
School Breakfast Clubs Program (SBCP) found that they have a significant impact on student
learning, concentration, engagement, focus, student social skills, and academic outcomes
(MacDonald, 2019). The findings also suggest that ‘breakfast clubs are meeting the needs
of more than the one in five children identified by welfare agencies who arrive at school
without eating breakfast (2019, p.12). The findings also indicated that staffing and
insufficient space to run the program and store the food are the greatest barriers.

Arts participation is often utilised to facilitate increased school engagement and has been
reported as being particularly effective for both preventing disengagement and re-engaging
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students in learning (Kinder and Harland, 2004). Mc Ferran et al (2017) note that there is
significant recognition of the specific role of music in increasing school engagement, and
that they can also foster a sense of belonging, re-engage unengaged students and lead to
civic engagement. They go on further to note that for it to be successful, students need to
be meaningfully engaged, and the programs need to be tailored to specific students and
school communities.

Sports participation has also been identified as a way of increasing engagement in school
and preventing negative behaviours. Research undertaken by Yanik (2018) found that
participation in school sports teams made a positive contribution to students’ engagement
in school and that as the length of participation increased, so did the level of school
engagement. He noted that:
School teams provide students with the opportunity to represent their own schools
outside school and that being part of such events makes it possible for students to
increase their sense of ownership of the organisation that they represent and to make
themselves feel more like they belong there (2018, p. 2)

Technology programs have also been utilised to engage students. A project undertaken in
South Australia with disengaged students had positive outcomes (Murray et al, 2004, p. 36)
with substantial improvement in student enthusiasm, level of engagement and attitudes to
writing, literacy skills and confidence. Students were worked with the technology (iMovie)
to produce a video recording their stories.

Communities That Care is an approach encompassing a community change process for
reducing youth problem behaviours including low academic achievement and early school
leaving. A range of evidence-based programs are provided on their website to address a
variety of risk factors, including low commitment to school, academic failure (low academic
achievement), low emotional control and antisocial behaviour. Programs are also related to
protective factors and are for a variety of ages. Programs identified to address low
commitment to school for ages 5-11 years include the Classwide Peer Tutoring Program, a
strategy where class members are organised into student tutor pairs. Students change roles
during the day providing the opportunity for students to practice what they are learning and

41 | P a g e

GLAG BTBGSC Issues Paper – Early disengagement from primary school in Glenelg Shire
encourage positive social interaction among students. An evaluation of the program found
students acquired skills at a faster rate, retained more, and made greater progress in social
competency.

Engaging Schools
DET notes that school related factors such as negative relationships with teachers or peers,
unsupportive school culture, limited subject options and lack of student participation in
decision making are all risk factors that contribute to student engagement.
Schools are required to develop local student engagement policies to document how they
create a positive and engaging school culture, provide for safe and supportive
environments, value diversity and pro social behaviour, and that deal with school
attendance, promotion of positive behaviours and apply discipline.

A whole of school approach to building a culture that engages students is an important
factor in preventing disengagement. Some of the whole of school strategies and programs
that can support an engaging culture include:

Cultural Understanding and Safety Training (CUST)
Embedding Koorie cultural inclusion in the school culture and curriculum can assist in
fostering a strong sense of belonging within a school community. When the school
community undertakes CUST, it can assist schools in understanding, teaching and embracing
Indigenous culture. Inclusive practices that acknowledge, explore and celebrate the
contributions and perspectives of Koorie people can provide a climate where students feel
safe, valued and respected.

You Can Do it
A social and emotional learning program, You Can Do It (YCDI) is a research based
framework based on a positive psychology -based framework developed by Professor
Michael Barnard from the University of Melbourne. The YCDI online learning programs are
available to educators, counsellors and student support staff teach. The program teaches
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positive attitudes, social-emotional skills, character strengths and values based on the
science of wellbeing and achievement.

Restorative Practice
Restorative Practice is an approach or a strategy that when embedded in the school
community can lead to healthier relationships, more effective learning and engagement
with school. It is a strategy that seeks to repair relationships that have been damaged by
bringing about a sense of remorse and restorative action on the part of the offender and
forgiveness by the victim. Practitioners need to be adequately trained and the approach
shared by the whole school community. Evaluation indicates that it can be successful in
stopping bullying from continuing is about 2 in 3 cases.

Positive Education
The Positive Education approach is also best applied as a whole of school strategy. Based on
the positive psychology model and practice developed by Martin Seligman, it employs a
strength based approach whereby a school aims to develop students as caring responsible
and ultimately productive members of society. It is a proactive wellbeing approach that
identifies the five things necessary for wellbeing: positive emotion, engagement,
relationships, meaning and achievement. Positive education is based on teaching practices
to help students achieve their best academic outcomes as well as aspects that promote
student safety and wellbeing. Ferguson (2018) notes that it takes time to develop the
school culture and funds to train the school staff and support the framework.

Respectful Relationships
The respectful relationships whole of school approach encourages a culture where
respectful relationships and gender equality practices are modelled across the entire school
community. The program has been found to have a positive effect on student attitude,
knowledge and skills, and school policies, culture and ethos. According to Our Watch,
building gender equality into the cultural makeup of a school is the ‘single most important
criterion for effective violence prevention and respectful relationships education in school’
(206, p. 5)
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Summation of interventions and strategies
The primary school environment is different to secondary school due to the smaller size of
the school, the nurturing nature and the relationship with usually the one teacher. By year
3 children can already have internalised behaviours, strategies and ideas of self-worth.

The research indicates that ready-made programs and strategies are not successful when
just transplanted from one school to another and need to be contextualised for each school
and community. In other words, a cookie cutter approach doesn’t work. Models, programs
and strategies should also be allowed to happen organically rather than be applied top
down. The research also indicates that interventions and strategies are more effective in a
‘whole of school’ approach.

Given the multidimensional and interrelated understanding of school disengagement and
engagement, interventions usually address multiple risk factors. Interventions include wrap
around programs that support students at risk or that have disengaged such as ‘Team
around the Learner’ and anti-bullying programs such as the ‘Rock and Water Program’ or
the ‘Friendly School and Families Program’. Mentoring programs such as ‘Big Brother Big
Sister’, ‘Salvos Power Hour’, ‘Kidshope’ and ‘Standing Tall’ have also been successful in
promoting school connectedness, engagement and aspiration. Social and emotional learning
programs such as the ‘Be You’ initiative and ‘Play is the Way’ assist in the development of
resilience and prosocial behaviours. ‘Hands on Learning ‘ can provide assistance with school
engagement, attendance and aspiration, while ‘breakfast clubs’ have been successful in
learning engagement and peer connections. Other programs that have been used
successfully to facilitate increased school engagement include arts, sports, music and
technology programs and the ‘Classwide Peer Tutoring Program’.

In the school setting, whole of school approaches such as ‘Positive Education’, ‘Respectful
Relationships’, ‘Restorative Practice’, cultural training and programs such as ‘You Can Do It’
are also effective.
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What does the data say?
The literature suggests that indicators for disengagement include:
-

absenteeism.

-

connection to school and peers.

-

academic performance.

-

behaviour issues.

In order to gain a richer understanding of the scene in the Glenelg Shire, data has been
accessed from the Victorian Department of Education and Training, Victorian Child and
Adolescent Monitoring System (VCAMS), and is the latest publicly available data. The data
has been extricated from VCAMS and is compared with the data from the other council
areas in the Great South Coast (GSC) region as well as the average for the Great South Coast
and for Victoria overall.
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Absenteeism
Source: Department of Education and Training, VCAMS indicator 33.1, Average number of
days absent
Absenteeism data is based on the average number of absence days per student for
government primary and secondary schools and does not include data for the private
schools.

Glenelg Absenteeism by Class
2018
18.8
16.1

Prep

15.0

Year 1

Year 2

16.0

Year 3

17.7

17.4

18.0

Year 4

Year 5

Year 6

Absenteeism 2018
Overview
15.54
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Absenteeism Overview
2013 - 2018

2013

2016

15.40

15.30

16.98

15.95

2017

15.61

Victoria
16.83

15.01

17.26

2015

15.55

14.64

16.81

2014

15.43

Great South Coast (Average)

14.26

14.68

15.87

14.42

15.20

15.32

Glenelg

2018

Examination of the data provided in figures 6-8 above indicates that:
•

Absenteeism figures for the Glenelg Shire are higher overall in 2018 than for Victoria
(by 11%) and the GSC average (by 10%)

•

There appears to be an upward trend in the rates of absenteeism for the Glenelg
Shire over the period 2013-2018 (10.8%). Overall, the trend for the GSC (average)
indicates that there is 1.3 increase across the period, though it varies from year to
year. The trend for Victoria overall is a 6.1% increase.

•

The Glenelg figures indicate that absenteeism is higher in Grades 1 and Grades 6 for
2018. The upcoming consultation should assist in the understanding of the
differences across the grades
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Connection to School
Source: Department of Education and Training, VCAMS indicator 10.6, Proportion of young
people who feel connected to school
This data is based on the Student Attitudes to School Survey provided to years 5/6 children
in primary school and years 7/9 in secondary school.

Connected with School
Years 5 & 6
2015
86.4%

85.3%

90.2%

87.5%

84.0%

84.8%

79.3%
75.2%

Connected with School
Years 5 & 6
Ten Years to 2015
76.2%
77.8%
80.6%

78.3%
79.6%
82.0%

83.3%
78.9%
83.5%

85.8%
83.3%
84.7%

78.0%
80.6%
84.9%

83.2%
83.8%
85.3%

77.0%
82.1%
85.2%

75.2%
84.0%
84.8%

Victoria

74.3%
77.6%
79.3%

Great South Coast Region

63.0%
75.6%
77.2%

Glenelg

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015
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Points to note:
•

In 2015, the children in Grades 5 and 6 in the Glenelg Shire reported their sense of
school connectedness as 8.8% lower than the average for children in the GSC and 12.8%
lower than the average for children in Victoria.

•

The sense of connectedness appears to have varied over the period 2006 to 2015 for all
points of comparison, increasing in 2010 – 2011, and slightly declining for Glenelg in
2014-2015.
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Children with emotional or behavioural issues
Source: Department of Education and Training, VCAMS indicator 10.1, Proportion of
children with emotional or behaviour difficulties
This data is from the School Entrant Health Questionnaire (SEHQ) undertaken at school
entry and is relatively subjective, as is based on the response provided in the questionnaire
by parents

Emotional or Behavioural Difficulties
2018
7.3%

8.4%

8.2%
6.7%

6.9%

6.3%

5.6%
4.3%

6.7%
5.6%
4.6%

6.4%
6.0%
4.8%

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016
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6.9%
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8.7%

3.7%
4.4%
4.3%

Victoria

3.9%
4.5%
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Great South Coast (Average)
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5.2%
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18.6%

Emotional or Behavioural Difficulties
9 Year View to 2018
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Points to note:
•

Compared with the other council areas in the GSC, and the average for the GSC, and the
average for Victoria, Glenelg is mid-range for the proportion of children with emotional
or behavioural issues at school entry.

•

The data appears to indicate increases in the number of children with emotional or
behavioural difficulties in Glenelg in 2014 and larger again in 2017. Glenelg appears to
have the highest rates in the GSC from 2013 to 2017, with an extraordinary increase in
2017. In 2018, Glenelg’s rates are higher than Victoria, however are slightly lower than
the average for the GSC.
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Connection with Peers
Source: Department of Education and Training, VCAMS indicator 32.2, Proportion of young
people who feel connected to peers
This data is from the Victorian Student Health and Wellbeing Survey (VSHAWS) also known
as ‘About You’.

Connected with Peers
Years 5 & 6
2015
71.2%

71.0%
60.7%

70.4%

74.7%

69.8%

69.6%

69.4%

Connected with Peers
Years 5 & 6
10 Years to 2015
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Points to note:
•

Connection to peers in the Glenelg Shire appears to be significantly lower (almost 10%)
than for other shires in the Great South Coast in 2015 and Victoria overall.

•

Across the 10-year period, the level of connection to peers in years 5 and 6 appears to
be consistently lower in Glenelg than for the Great South Coast average and for Victoria
overall

•

The rates of peer connectedness have increased on all points of comparison over the 10year period, with Glenelg’s rates increasing by 25% from 2006 to 2015
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Children achieving national benchmarks in literacy and numeracy
Source: Department of Education and Training VCAMS Indicators 11.1 and 11.2, Percentage
of children achieving national benchmark in literacy and numeracy
The figures are obtained from the National Assessment Program Literacy and
Numeracy Report (NAPLAN) for government and non-government schools.

Percentage of students who did NOT meet the national benchmark in numeracy

Authority

2008

2017

Change

Colac Otway

4.4

2.8

-1.6

Corangamite

4.1

6.0

1.9

Glenelg

5.3

5.0

-0.3

Moyne

2.4

4.3

1.8

Southern Grampian

5.2

4.6

-0.6

Warrnambool

3.4

7.9

4.5

Great South Coast (Average)

4.1

5.1

1.0

Victoria

3.5

4.0

0.5

Colac Otway

7.4

3.9

-3.5

Corangamite

6.4

4.0

-2.4

Glenelg

6.2

5.8

-0.5

Moyne

4.3

4.1

-0.1

Southern Grampian

5.6

5.2

-0.3

Warrnambool

5.7

4.4

-1.3

Great South Coast (Average)

5.9

4.6

-1.4

Victoria

5.4

4.0

-1.4

Year 3

Year 5
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Percentage of students who did NOT meet the national benchmark in literacy

Authority

2008

2017

Change

Colac Otway

6.0

4.0

-2.0

Corangamite

6.2

4.5

-1.7

Glenelg

7.1

9.1

2.0

Moyne

6.0

4.9

-1.1

Southern Grampian

6.8

7.3

0.5

Warrnambool

4.7

9.3

4.6

Great South Coast (Average)

6.1

6.5

0.4

Victoria

4.8

4.2

-0.6

Colac Otway

11.2

5.3

-5.9

Corangamite

7.1

6.7

-0.4

Glenelg

10.3

8.6

-1.7

Moyne

7.4

3.2

-4.2

Southern Grampian

10.0

4.2

-5.7

Warrnambool

7.8

5.6

-2.2

Great South Coast (Average)

9.0

5.6

-3.4

Victoria

6.3

4.8

-1.5

Year 3

Year 5
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Points to note:
•

The number of students not meeting the national benchmark in literacy in Glenelg is
amongst the highest in the GSC, and is significantly higher than for Vic in both years 3
and 5

•

The number of students not meeting the national benchmark in literacy has increased
for Year 5 and decreased for Year 3 over the period 2008 to 2017 in Glenelg

•

The number of students not meeting the national benchmark in numeracy in Glenelg is
amongst the highest in the GSC, though is midrange for Year 3 in 2017, however is
slightly higher than for Victoria in both years 3 and 5 across both years. Glenelg rates
are the highest in the GSC in Year 5.

•

There has been a slight decrease in the number of children in Years 3 and 5 not meeting
the national benchmark in numeracy in Glenelg over the period 2008 to 2017
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Summation of data
In regard to the range of indicators for disengagement, the Glenelg Shire scores relatively
highly compared to other local government areas in the GSC, the average for the GSC and
with Victoria overall.

Glenelg scores are comparatively worse in the number of students achieving the national
benchmark for literacy and numeracy (academic performance); connection to peers (years 5
and 6); connection to school (years 5 and 6); children with emotional or behavioural issues
(behaviour issues); and absenteeism.

The observation that there is an issue of disengagement in the Glenelg Shire as articulated
by the relevant stakeholders is supported by the selected indicator data, however it should
be noted that some of the indicator data is outdated and some indicators are based on
subjective data (emotional or behavioural issues, and connection to peer and school). There
may also be other data sets that reveal a different or richer picture, but they are not
accessible in the public domain. Consultation with stakeholders will provider a richer and
more complete picture than the data alone.
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Conclusion
This paper has focused on the primary school years from prep to grade 6, noting that there
is a lack of published research on disengagement on this group, particularly relating to
Victoria and rural and regional school settings. Nonetheless, the research shows that there
is no definitive meaning or understanding of the term ‘disengagement’ and that it is
described and measured in many ways. Researchers do agree that it is a multi-dimensional
concept with behavioural, affective and cognitive aspects, that is better described as a
continuum from fully engaged through to fully disengaged. A definition has been proposed
for the purpose of this project and the upcoming consultation (see recommendation no. 1).

The factors contributing to disengagement are multifaceted and clustered and some
researchers claim that they are less related to school and more to individual characteristics
and family background, and that interventions need to be bespoke and developed
organically with stakeholders and communities. Other researchers note the important role
of an engaging school culture and the part it can play.

Furthermore, this paper has identified data and programs in the public domain, but not
existing programs or strategies that may already be in place in the Glenelg communities and
schools. There may already be targeted plans and strategies being implemented that need
to be identified and understood. It is anticipated that the further consultation to be taken as
the next phase of this project will reveal and inform future actions.

The following recommendations have been developed as a consequence of the review of
literature and data available in the public domain. Following the consultation process with
stakeholders, a final report will be developed with refined recommendations and supporting
information.
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Recommendations
Recommendation 1: That the following definition is used in the consultations and discussion
of potential interventions and strategies: A complex and multifaceted process of
withdrawing and detaching from school as exhibited by lack of participation in class, school
and extracurricular activities; non-attendance or absenteeism; lack of connectedness and
sense of belonging; academic failure; poor behaviour and attitudes.

Recommendation 2: That interventions and strategies to address disadvantage in the
Glenelg Shire are context based and are organic and developed in collaboration with
stakeholders to reflect local needs and environments

Recommendation 3: That some of the evidence based programs and activities are
considered where they have the capacity to be tailored to the local context, e.g. Team
around the Learner; Standing Tall; Stepping Stones to School; Breakfast clubs; and
participation programs that involve sport, art music or technology

Recommendation 4: That any interventions and strategies developed as a consequence of
this project address multiple risk factors (as they are interrelated and dynamic)

Recommendation 5: That following the consultation with stakeholders, a further review of
interventions and strategies is undertaken for the final report, identifying a more relevant
range that can be made ‘bespoke’ or customised to suit the Glenelg communities.

Recommendation 6: That schools / stakeholders are asked to identify and provide any data
sets that might provide a richer and up to date understanding of the issue

Recommendation 7: That the indicator ‘connectedness to school and peers for grades 5
and 6’ is further explored as the basis for potential intervention

Recommendation 8: That the consultation with stakeholders provides for an understanding
of existing interventions, strategies and plans across the shire.
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