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Disengagement from school is an issue for 
the community of the Glenelg Shire in the far 
south west of Victoria. State Trustees Australia 
Foundation funded a project undertaken in 
2020 by the Beyond the Bell Glenelg Local 
Action Group to examine the research and 
to hear from teachers, principals, and others 
working in and with the local schools with 
particular emphasis on primary school and 
early secondary school. There is work planned 
for 2021 to hear from families, students, 
children, and young people.

“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”.

Definition of disengagement adopted for the 
Engagement in Learning Glenelg Project

What did we do?

We undertook a literature review 
into early disengagement in primary 
school and early secondary school 
and consulted with thirty stakeholders 
including principals, teachers, school 
staff and related agencies over October 
and November in 2020.  More detailed 
information on the outcomes and 
findings from these activities can be 
found in:
• Deep dive into early disengagement 

from primary school in Glenelg Shire, 
Issues Paper, Final, 23 October 2020

• Engagement in Learning Glenelg Shire, 
Final Report, 15 December 2020 

Copies of these documents are available: 
Engagement with learning reports 

What did we find?

Stakeholders mostly agreed that 
disengagement was an issue that appeared 
to be worsening. A review of the data 
confirmed this view and indicated that 
the Glenelg Shire experienced higher 
absenteeism rates, emotional and 
behavioural issues, academic progress, and 
lower academic progress, achievement (as 
measured by NAPLAN) and connection to 
peers and school.

“Absenteeism is a lead indicator for most 
kids at risk of disengaging… anything 
less than 90% attendance (one day off 
each fortnight) is an indication that a 
student is disengaging.” 

https://btb.org.au/our-work/#tab-1616369810227-10


Stakeholders identified several indicators of potential 
disengagement; however, student behaviour was the 
dominant factor including being disruptive, quiet and 
withdrawn, not participating, poor attitudes and lacking 
friendship groups.  A literature review of the academic 
research relating to disengagement discussed the factors 
as being multi-dimensional and interrelated with no one 
indicator that measures disengagement.

Although there was no agreement on the ages or stages of 
disengagement, the transition period between grades 2-3 
and 3-4 was often mentioned as was the transition between 
years 6 and 7. The literature cited the middle years (grades 
4-6) coinciding with the onset of adolescence. 

The causes or factors were identified as being interrelated 
and multifaceted and include individual factors, school 
factors and family factors. The literature emphasised the 
complex relationships between them. Stakeholders in 
this project identified the importance of the family and the 
school setting, and particularly relationships with teachers 
and peers. Dominant reasons provided by stakeholders 
included: lack of parenting skills, academic failure, feelings 
of shame and stigma, learning disorders and family violence.  
A more complete understanding could be provided through 
the voices of students, parents, and families. 

Interventions, approaches or models to address 
engagement / disengagement need to be context based and 
tailored to suit the individual school and community setting. 

“They can be 
disengaged in different 

ways – we get both 
really disruptive 

behaviour or a really 
withdrawn child.”  

“It starts in grades 
2-3 then again 

in the transition 
between primary and 

secondary school.  
We need to harness 

engagement by 
grade 3.”  

“It’s all about building 
relationships – if 

one relationship is 
not good (e.g., if one 

teacher puts them off 
side) – all relationships 

are not good.”  



A whole of school approach and 
building a culture that engages students 
is a protective factor in preventing 
disengagement.  A whole of school 
approach with all staff trained and on 
board with the philosophy is necessary 
for success.  Stakeholders highlighted the 
need to focus on the student/ teacher and 
peer to peer relationships. Some of the 
more successful models and interventions 
identified through this project included:
• Hands On Learning

• Cultural Education and Training

• Restorative Practice

• Positive Education Approach

• Respectful Relationships

• Berry Street Education Model

• Standing Tall

• Stepping Stones 2 School

Some of the methods and activities being 
undertaken to keep students engaged 
in the schools in the Glenelg Shire 
were inspiring. Stakeholders expressed 
concern about the overwhelming nature 
of disengagement and the lives of the 
students involved. There is clearly a 
passion and energy to do more.   

What are the next steps?

Further work is planned to consult 
with students, parents and families 
and support school staff to understand 
the full story and engage them in 
further work.   The Department of 
Education and Training has a range of 
policies, programs and tools to identify 
students at risk of disengagement and 
address additional student needs. The 
Beyond the Bell Glenelg Local Action 
Group (BtBGLAG) is also working 
with the Department to gain a better 
understanding of their application 
in the Glenelg Shire and other 
forthcoming opportunities.   

The BtBGLAG is also working with 
the Glenelg Principals Network to 
identify staff training needs and the 
relevant social and emotional wellbeing 
programs being offered at each of the 
schools in Glenelg.  

The BtBGLAG  will work together with 
schools, families, young people, the 
Department and other stakeholders 
to co-design a shire wide and all 
school approach to addressing 
disengagement and support 
engagement in learning in primary 
schools. The approach will be informed 
by the research, our local context, 
learnings and opportunities and use  
Theory of Change and Program Logic 
methodologies. It is anticipated that 
the outcome will be a shire wide multi-
dimensional strategy and action plan 
with a variety of settings and domains. 

Who do I contact if I want to get 
involved or know more?

Rowena Wylie

Chair, Beyond the Bell Glenelg Local 
Action Group

E: rowena.wylie@wdhs.net

M:  0419 143 652


