
EDITION 02, 2024

The NCESE  
Building Blocks
for School Engagement





This resource is designed to assist school principals, 
leadership teams and staff to help build school 
engagement for all students, including those who 
manifest Tier 2 or Tier 3 behaviours.
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B A C KG R O U N D

What is the NCESE?

In partnership with community groups, local council, 
businesses, schools and philanthropic organisations, 
BGCS delivers programs to assist disadvantaged 
individuals, families and young people living in  
the Broadmeadows area and the broader city of  
Hume consistently ranks in the top decile for 
disadvantage in Australia (SEIFA ranking of 941,  
in 2021). Broadmeadows is ranked among the most 
disadvantaged suburbs in Victoria (ABS, 2021), and 
broader city of Hume consistently ranks in the top 
decile for disadvantage, with a SEIFA ranking of 941 
(ABS 2021). The NCESE was established with the 
aim of building collective capacity to implement 
school and community programs that support school 
engagement for all, including and especially, our most 
vulnerable students. The NCESE includes Project REAL 
– a small, flexible-learning school run by BGCS for 
locally referred students with significant behavioural 
issues. Project REAL supports students and families 
from our NCESE schools by offering a mix of school 
support services, including up to 3 days per week 
of structured small group learning at BGCS for a 
maximum of around 12 students, for up to 12 months, 
with students remaining at their referring schools for 
the other days. This service also includes a range of 
family or caregiver support. Project REAL has been 
in operation since 2017, and works closely with our 
NCESE partner schools to provide a range of coaching 
and in-house supports (assessments, teaching support, 
ES support services) to assist schools with students 
who display Tier 3 behaviours. 

The NCESE also operates a school leaders 
Community of Practice, as well as a broader NCESE 
staff Community of Practice; with a focus on student 
engagement and disengagement. It was through our 
interactions with NCESE school principals that the 
Building Blocks took a prominent shape and focus. 

Section 2 of this booklet describes the NCESE 
Engagement Building Blocks framework, and 
also identifies the risk factors and causes of 
disengagement. 

Section 3 (The Evidence Base) answers the question, 
‘How do we know that the NCESE Engagement 
Building Blocks are fundamental for strong school 
engagement?’ For each Building Block, this booklet 
provides research evidence that underpins its 
importance as a risk or protective factor, and also 
recommends evidence based activities and programs 
for building engagement. References are also included 
for further reading. 

Section 4 provides some practical tools to help 
schools identify how their existing programs link to 
the Building Blocks, or how to design new strategies 
that support some or all of the NCESE Building Blocks 
for school engagement.

The Northern Centre for Excellence in School Engagement (NCESE) 
was established in 2020, as a formal collaborative network of 16 primary 
schools, one secondary school, the Victorian Department of Education, 
and Banksia Gardens Community Services (BGCS) – which acts as 
the NCESE ‘backbone’ organisation. BGCS is a community service 
organisation, Neighbourhood House, and a registered charity located  
in Broadmeadows, Victoria.
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S E C T I O N  01

This booklet:  
content & purpose
The aim of this booklet is to introduce school 
leadership teams and staff to a suite of evidence 
based strategies that support student engagement 
in schooling for ALL students, including those who 
manifest Tier 2-3 behaviours. The contents are 
particularly relevant for schools operating in areas  
of high socio-economic disadvantage. 

The booklet is intended to be used by: 

(i)	 school leaders as part of school implementation 
planning and reporting; and 

(ii)	by teaching, and/or health and wellbeing staff 
wishing to implement or enhance school programs 
and approaches that support positive student 
behaviour and engagement.

The NCESE also offers programs of in-house training 
in module based topics such as:

•	 The Impact of Trauma on Learning & Development

•	 Introducing Social and Emotional Learning and 
Executive Functions

•	 Risk Factors for Disengagement, and applying the 
‘Building Blocks of School Engagement’

•	 CARE (Cultivating Awareness & Resilience in 
Educators’) a flexible delivery 12-hour course that 
supports school staff with health & wellbeing 
strategies. Our CARE Trainers are Certified by 
CREATE (USA)
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What is ‘school engagement’? 

DIMENSION ENGAGEMENT DISENGAGEMENT

Behavioural Effort, exertion, focus, involvement, 
persistence, concentration, attempts

Passivity, giving-up, inattentive, distracted, 
withdrawn, absent

Emotional Interest, enthusiasm, enjoyment, zest, pride, 
vitality, satisfaction

Boredom, disinterest, shame, anger/
frustration, worry/anxiety, 

Cognitive Goal striving, purposeful, thorough, strategic, 
careful, challenge-oriented

Aimless, resigned, apathy, avoidance, 
pressured, oppositional

Reference: Skinner, E., A & Pitzer, J.,R, Developmental Dynamics and Student Engagement, Coping and Everyday Resilience  
(21-44) in Handbook of Research on Student Engagement, Christenson, S.,L, Reschly, A.,L & Wylie, C (2012), Springer

Why is school engagement  
so important?

Engagement means being stimulated, interested  
and involved; and the evidence is very clear and 
obvious that engagement strongly supports learning.  
Cognitive engagement is often seen in the forms  
of goal-setting and persistence with challenging 
learning tasks, rather than just ‘giving up’.  
Cognitive and emotional engagement are both 
strongly associated with positive learning motivation,  
self-regulation and ‘learning self-efficacy’, and, in turn, 
with positive learning outcomes (Fredricks et al, 2004; 
Goss et al, 2017). School engagement also means 
feeling safe and connected to the people, activities 
and programs being undertaken there (Furlong and 
Christenson, 2008). 

Preventing disengagement 

School Disengagement
The Victorian DoE broadly describes schools 
engagement as: 

•	 not being enrolled or attending school regularly

•	 not participating in all areas of the school program 
(academic, social & extracurricular activities) 

•	 not feeling included in, or having a sense of 
belonging to, the school

•	 not being personally invested in, or taking 
ownership of their learning

Engagement and disengagement are 
generally understood to be part of a 
continuum of experience that students 
move along – rather than a fixed  
state of being.

The Victorian Department of Education (DoE) uses 
the Fredricks et al (2004) definition to describe 
engagement as multi-dimensional, and comprising  
3 overlapping dimensions: behavioural; emotional; 
and cognitive. These in turn integrate, shape and  
direct students’ thoughts, feelings and behaviours.

Words commonly used to describe engagement and 
disengagement across these dimensions include:
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Causes and risk factors for 
school disengagement

Disengagement clearly matters 
for students’ social and academic 
development across their school career. 
(Hancock & Zubrick, 2015). 

Disengagement from school and formal learning is 
important for both the student, for fellow students, 
as well as for the school itself. Disengagement 
can take both a passive (non-participatory) as well 
as an active form – such as disruptive behaviour. 
Both result in adverse consequences such as poor 
learning outcomes and school completion, impacts 
on socialisation skills and social capital, as well as 
impacts on class behaviours, and even staff morale, 
health and wellbeing. 

Disengagement risk factors can occur at the levels 
of individual, the student, the family, and/or local 
community contexts. Risk factors at the student level 
include feelings of diminished ‘school connectedness’ 
– with both staff and other students, poor health and 
wellbeing, and lower levels of school achievement and 
learning self-efficacy. Risk factors at the family level 
can include low family educational levels; low family 
language, literacy & numeracy skills; low educational 
aspirations of family; low financial capital or SES; 
chronic ill health or disability among family members; 
family dysfunction including domestic violence, and 
inconsistent parenting styles; and the experience of 
trauma or adverse childhood experience (ACEs). 

Risk factors that operate at the school–community 
level can include: low school standards and 
expectations of students; weak school links with 
community agencies and service providers; a high 
concentration of Tier 2-3 students; high staff  
turnover and/or low staff morale. In other words, 
student disengagement can be causally influenced  
by environmental risks.

Research (ACER, 2011) identifies two primary 
pathways that lead to disengagement from 
schooling: (i) experiencing trauma in childhood, and 
(ii) students from very low socioeconomic families 
and communities. The impact of poverty and ‘place’ 
on learning and development is an area of deep 
and extensive research, and has identified strong 
correlations between socio-economic level, school 
participation levels, and student learning outcomes. 

For example: 

•	 around 50% of students living in the most 
disadvantaged (low SES) areas achieve both primary 
and secondary school readiness levels. However, 
75% of children living in the most advantaged  
(high SES) locations achieve both milestones 

•	 attendance rates are the one of the strongest 
predictors of NAPLAN scores, most of the schools 
with very low attendance rates are in disadvantaged 
communities 

•	 around 61% of the most disadvantaged students 
complete school, compared to 89% of the most 
advantaged students 

•	 by age 24, some 41% of young people from the 
lowest SES backgrounds are not in education, 
employment or training, compared with 17%  
of students from the highest SES backgrounds 

•	 children living in poverty hear less than 1/3  
of the number of words heard by children higher 
income families, and are more likely to hear words 
of discouragement, rather than encouragement –  
as children from higher income families do.  
These factors impact on children’s learning  
and school readiness. See: Lamb et al (2015)

Research (Wylie & Hodgen, 2012) suggests that 
students who were the most disengaged at age 10, 
were also the most disengaged at age 16. Given that 
engagement is essential for learning, it is important 
to pay attention to indicators of disengagement early 
(Hancock & Zubrick, 2015).
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S E C T I O N  02

The NCESE Building Blocks 
for School Engagement
The NCESE Building Blocks arose from our reviews 
of the school engagement literature, which included 
global evidence bases such as CASEL, Hattie’s meta-
analyses of ‘what works’, the Education Endowment 
Fund, the Evidence for Learning (E4L)’Teaching and 
Learning Toolkit’, as well as literature around ‘trauma 
informed practice’ and the impacts of poverty and 
adversity on student social and cognitive behaviours. 
This literature is referenced in the bibliography section, 
and the alignment of the E4L evidence base and the 
NCESE Building Blocks can also be viewed at:  
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/
aligned-evidence/banksiagardens-community-services

The Building Blocks are essentially protective  
factors that support student engagement, including  
re-engagement for high-risk students. 

Protective factors can help to mitigate risk factors,  
and like risk factors, protective factors also operate  
at three levels: (i) the students; (ii) the family; and  
(iii) the school-community context.

At the level of the student, the research tells us that 
strong-student peer relationships , and positive teacher-
student relationships are powerful protective factors for 
school engagement; along with students having good 
skills in Social and Emotional Learning, and associated 
Executive Functions (problem solving, decision 
making, self-regulation skills), and good inter-personal 
communication skills. (Blair, C & Raver, C., C, (2017) The 
Neuroscience of SEL, in Handbook of Social and Emotional 
Learning, Research and Practice, Durlak, J.A., Domitrovich, C., 
E Weisberg, R., P., and Gullotta, T., P (Eds) The Guilford Press).

Indeed, all these skills contribute significantly to both 
school engagement, as well as learning and cognitive 
outcomes. (Cipriano et al, 2023). 

At the level of the family, it is clear that explicit  
and active family support for learning helps to build 
‘learning self-efficacy’, motivation, and pro-social 
relationship building with staff and other students. 
Links between the family, school and broader 
community also make a significant positive difference 
to build students’ levels of interest and engagement  
in schooling. 

At the level of the school and broader community, 
the evidence indicates that student voice and agency, 
staff and student health and wellbeing, and strong 
positive links with community agencies can all make 
a significant positive difference to students’ levels of 
engagement and learning motivation with both the 
formal and informal elements of the school’s programs 
and culture. (Reeve et al, 2022; Fredricks & Christenson, 
2022; Centre on the Developing Child, Harvard University)

The 12 building Blocks offer an interactive and 
overlapping suite of strategies to build and support 
student engagement, as part of a school’s culture, 
programs and pedagogical approach. Collectively, the  
12 Building Blocks form an interactive suite of tools and 
approaches that support student engagement as part of 
a schools’ culture, programs and pedagogical approach. 
Collectively the Building Blocks work to support 
key triadic reciprocal student outcomes that include 
learning self-efficacy, social capital, and individual and 
collective student agency.

STRONG  
STUDENT-STUDENT 

RELATIONSHIPS

FOCUS ON WHOLE 
SCHOOL SAFETY, HEALTH 

& WELLBEING

FOCUS ON  
SOCIAL & EMOTIONAL 

LEARNING (SEL)

STRONG LINKS  
WITH FAMILIES  
& COMMUNITY  

AGENCIES

IMPLEMENT 
ENRICHMENT 
PROGRAMS 

ESTABLISH HIGH 
STANDARDS AND 
EXPECTATIONS 

STRONG  
TEACHER-TEACHER  

(STAFF) RELATIONSHIPS

ADOPT TRAUMA 
INFORMED APPROACHES

ADOPT MEANINGFUL, 
RELEVANT CURRICULUM 

AND PEDAGOGICAL 
PRACTICES 

STRONG  
TEACHER-STUDENT 

RELATIONSHIPS

IDENTIFY STUDENT RISK 
FACTORS, PATHWAYS & 

INTERVENTIONS

FOCUS ON EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONS & SELF 

REGULATION

RELATIONSHIPS

SCHOOL  
LEADERSHIP,  

 VALUES & CULTURE

CURRICULUM  
& PEDAGOGY
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S E C T I O N  03

The Evidence Base



Strong bonds with peers are crucial 
for keeping students linked to school.	

B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 1

Strong & positive student-peer relationships 

Evidence in brief 

Student-to-student relationships in the classroom 
matter. Peers can positively influence other student’s 
learning through helping, tutoring and via supportive 
friendships. Teachers can encourage positive student-
to-student relationships in various ways, such as 
through group work, student feedback and setting 
expectations for positive interactions with others in 
class (Goss et al., 2017).

•	 Peer interactions provide opportunities to 
practice and refine self-regulation and other 
executive function (EF) skills, interpersonal skills 
and communication skills in ways that adult 
interactions do not. Children respond powerfully – 
both behaviourally and neurobiologically – to their 
peers. (Silk et al., 2014; Will et al., 2016)

•	 Unhelpful types of peer interaction can reinforce 
risk-taking and antisocial behaviours through 
modelling and reinforcement. Negative peer 
experiences, including peer victimisation and peer 
rejection can all cause dysregulation of the stress 
response, and can (therefore) have long-term 
consequences on both physical and mental health. 
(Vaillancourt et al., 2013)

•	 Peer support can help to moderate the negative 
effects of adversities such as being bullied. 
Teachers and other adults can impact positively 
on the nature and quality of students’ peer 
relationships and social skills. (Farmer et al., 2011; 
Hamm et al., 2016) 

•	 Making a friend during early childhood appears  
to protect young children from both later rejection 
and any tendency toward aggression.  
(Hay et al., 2004)

Children who are supported in collaboratively and 
collectively solving problems are more likeley to 
identify their school experiences as manageable  
and meaningful (Reimer, 2020).

•	 Teachers can help to build students’ 
listening and speaking skills through daily 
or weekly ‘circles’ – which can be whole 
of class, or small group variants. Circles 
can be used to share knowledge, goals 
and plans, to share personal information 
(e.g birthdays), feelings or concerns; or to 
problem-solve whole of class issues or 
challenges

•	 Explicit Social and Emotional Learning 
(SEL) instruction also helps to build student 
communication skills that support peer 
interactions and friendships. Building 
students’ social, academic or generic 
problem solving skills will support shared 
understanding and appreciation of ‘others’ 
unique skills. The explicit teaching of 
emotion regulation skills can assist with 
both ‘learning self-efficacy’, and supportive 
social interactions

•	 Structured, supported group work can  
help to deepen students ‘collaborative 
learning’ skills

•	 ‘Before, during and after-hours’ programs 
can provide students with opportunities to 
mix with peers who have similar interests. 
This can include sports, drama and arts 
programs – as part of both formal and 
informal curriculum 

•	 School safety & behaviour management 
initiatives e.g School-wide Positive 
Behaviour Support (SWPBS) and the 
Respectful Relationships Education Program 

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S  F O R 
S T R O N G  P E E R  R E LAT I O N S H I P S 
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 2

Strong & positive student-teacher 
relationships 

Evidence in brief

•	 Constructive feedback from a teacher can add eight 
months of additional learning to student learning 
outcomes. (EEF Teaching Learning Toolkit, 2018) 

•	 Secure and responsive relationships with 
adults, along with high-quality, positive learning 
interactions are key to learning and healthy 
development (see Immordino-Yang et al, 2019)

•	 Students who have strong and positive 
relationships with teachers are more confident 

The DoE Framework for Improving Student 
Outcomes (FISO 2.0) (DoE, 2021) highlights that 
students need to feel that they have a ‘positive, 
safe and orderly learning environment’, and that 
the school has a culture of positive and supportive 
relationships between students and staff,’ at its 
core (p.13). Strategies for building a safe & healthy 
culture include adopting a Trauma Informed 
approach to pedagogy and curriculum design, and 
Restorative Practices.

Strategies to help build positive student relationships 
generally focus on the notion of ‘Banking Time’ 
(Partee, Williford et al) – which simply means 
spending time on creating positive interactions with 
all students in order to help build their links with 
staff and the school more generally.

‘Establish, Maintain, Restore’ (EMR) is a useful 
relationship building tool that involves the consistent 
and pro-active building of strong and positive 
relationships with students over time, as well as the 
consistent repair of harm to the relationship after 
negative interactions. The 3 steps are: 

Students need to know that they are 
understood, respected and liked by staff.

R E CO M M E N D E D ACT I V I T I E S F O R S T RO N G & PO S I T I V E S T U D E N T-T E AC H E R R E LAT I O N S H I P S

in their approaches to learning. Students in 
disadvantaged schools benefit significantly from 
being connected to supportive teachers and 
meaningful curriculum. (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015) 

•	 A quality relationship with a teacher can protect 
‘high risk’ students and buffer the effects of 
victimisation and adversity. (Norwalk et al., 2016) 

•	 Student feedback on teacher performance 
contributes additional months of learning (Hattie, 
2018) 

•	 Aggressive behaviour by teachers, e.g punishing 
entire classes, yelling at or humiliating students 
– distracts students and impedes academic and 
social-emotional learning. (Goss et al., 2017)

	ü ‘Establish’: Greet all students by name regularly; 
set time aside to spend with each student; 
inquire about their interests; communicate 
positively using active, reflexive listening, 
open ended questions and affirmations with 
supportive, constructive feedback

	ü ‘Maintain’: Send positive notes home; greet all 
students early in the lesson; regularly check 
in’ to see how students are coping, and what 
additional needs they may have

	ü ‘Reconnect, Repair, Restore’: Take responsibility 
for negative interactions; demonstrate 
empathy; ‘let go’ of previous incidents and start 
afresh; communicate authentic concern for all 
students; and engage in collaborative problem 
solving Ref-Ablon (Pollastri, Ablon & Hone, 2019)

•	 Build a culture of high behavioural expectations 
with clear behaviour management guidelines, that 
focuses on pro-social interactions, and that avoids 
the use of punitive responses

•	 Build staff SEL and relationship skills; adopt an 
explicit SEL curriculum and relational pedagogies 
(Reimer & Shandal, 2023) 
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 3

Strong & positive staff peer relationships 

Teachers need to feel confident, 
respected and supported by other staff. 

Evidence in brief 

Creating the right learning climate for students, and 
knowing how to respond well ‘in the heat of the 
moment’ is key to working with challenging students. 
School leaders must provide practical support for 
teachers to collaborate, trial new approaches, and gain 
feedback. (Goss et al., 2017) 

Students benefit when teachers learn from each other 
about lesson planning, student learning progression, 
and subject excellence. School leaders are encouraged 
to create structures and cultures that foster effective 
educator collaboration around factors that impact 
positively on student wellbeing, confidence and 
learning. (Hattie, 2012) 

FISO 2.0 (DoE, 2021) highlights the importance of 
both Instructional Leadership within schools, as well 
as Trust in Colleagues (p.10) enabling schools to 
achieve excellence and equity in student outcomes. 
FISO also highlights the importance of staff collective 
efficacy, formative student assessment, and the use of 
student feedback to inform teaching practice, and to 
enable students to feel that they have a ‘positive, safe 
and orderly learning environment’, and that the school 
has a culture of positive and supportive relationships 
between students and staff. 

Core SEL skills for Teachers (emotion awareness and 
regulation skills; mindfulness and stress management; 
and caring / listening processes in teaching) lead 
to improved emotional state; teaching efficacy; 
classroom interactions that support student learning; 
and reduced teacher stress. (Jennings et al, 2016)

Teacher stress is often higher in low SES school 
communities, and can have adverse impacts on 
staff relationships. Stress can be moderated by 
quality, targeted professional development, as well 
as by self-care and wellbeing interventions such as 

SEL and mindfulness. Well-designed research has 
demonstrated that interventions (e.g CARE) can reduce 
teacher stress, and also that reducing teacher stress 
can reduce students’ stress through decreasing their 
levels of the stress hormone cortisol. (Jennings et al., 
2013; Jennings, 2015; Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016)

•	 Develop a clear school direction and 
mechanisms for distributed leadership 

•	 Take time to build genuine staff-staff 
relationships; support staff when they 
are struggling, and adopt strategies and 
procedures that respond in restorative  
ways to staff conflict and harms

•	 Strategically allocate time, resources  
and structures that help to build teacher  
self-efficacy and pedagogical confidence in 
themselves and in each other – e.g mentoring 

•	 Build collective efficacy and morale through 
collaborative sharing and group work (DoE 
FISO Practice Principles) 

•	 Adopt staff professional development 
activities that support the teaching of 
students with challenging behaviour and 
complex social and learning needs

•	 Adopt a Trauma Informed culture and 
pedagogy, including a culture of Restorative 
Practices for staff and students  
(see Reimer & Parker-Shandal (2023)

•	 Build carefully constructed programs of staff 
wellbeing activities – that include SEL and 
mindfulness skills for adults working with 
children and young people (see Cultivating 
Awareness and Resilience in Education (CARE) 
program being delivered through CREATE & 
NCESE: CARE Program | CREATE for Education 
www.createforeducation.org) 

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S 
F O R  S T R O N G  S TA F F  P E E R 
R E LAT I O N S H I P S
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 4

Positive school-family-community relationships

•	 Resources are allocated to creating and 
maintaining links between school and 
community. Health and wellbeing staff has 
a mandate for building strong and valued 
community connections 

•	 Staff have a clear understanding of the 
scope, reach and scale of local community 
agencies and services 

•	 Establish school-community Hubs that 
provide a range of services within school 
settings, including Early Years programs and 
primary to secondary school transition & 
support programs

•	 Develop strong and consistent data 
collection and analysis via (DoE) school 
staff surveys and Parent Opinion Surveys 
to deepen the school’s understanding of 
school-family relationships and needs 

•	 Partnerships with parents and carers 
enhance student learning (DoE Practice 
Principle 9 for Excellence in Teaching) 

•	 Workshops for families about how activities 
and language at home can support 
the development of SEL and Executive 
functions skills 

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S 
F O R  S T R O N G  S C H O O L- F A M I LY-
C O M M U N I TY R E LAT I O N S H I P S 

The family is the primary influence on 
a student’s aspirations and attitudes. 

Evidence in brief 

Six key parenting practices have been identified as 
‘particularly important’ for student development : 

•	 Contingent responsiveness (that is, when an adult’s 
behaviour occurs immediately after a child’s and is 
related to the child’s focus of attention)

•	 Showing warmth and sensitivity 

•	 Routines and reduced or minimal household chaos 

•	 Shared book reading and talking to children 

•	 Practices that promote children’s feelings of safety 

•	 Use of appropriate, compassionate and 
proprotionate discipline 

Hattie’s research indicates that the nature and quality 
of parenting behaviours have a significant impact 
on student engagement and performance. Corporal 
punishment in the home and moving between schools 
both have a negative effect. Parental involvement in 
learning and positive family/home dynamics both 
have a small positive effect. (Hattie, 2017) 

Protective factors for student engagement include 
several that involve a student’s family or carers: good 
links and relationships with parents and community 
agencies; an orderly learning environment, fair 
and well understood discipline and behaviour 
management policies; family relationships with 
school staff; and use of suitable DoE strategies 
such as Positive Behaviour Support and Respectful 
Relationships. (DoE, 2018) 

School relationships with families can benefit from 
being two-way; schools can learn from families about 
their strengths, interests, backgrounds, as well as their 
needs and concerns.
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 5

Focus on whole school safety, health 
& wellbeing 

•	 Build a culture of high behavioural 
expectations and clear behaviour 
management guidelines 

•	 Ensure a safe and supportive school 
environment before, during and after school 
– including at bus stops, when students arrive 
at school, or commence their walk home etc. 

•	 Adopt strong behavioural guidelines 
and school culture of safety through e.g 
SWPBS; Restorative practices (see DoE – 
Setting Expectation and Promoting Inclusion: 
“Safe, supportive and inclusive schools 
promote, protect and celebrate diversity. They 
actively prioritise understanding of others, 
acknowledging the right of every child, no 
matter their identity, background or ability, to 
achieve the best possible outcomes at school”.)

•	 DoE requires principals to develop a Student 
Engagement Policy that includes student 
behaviour management. Principals must 
address bullying as part of the Student 
Engagement Policy, or as a standalone 
program specifically addressing bullying

•	 Encourage and facilitate staff involvement 
in school play and lunch breaks and before/
after-hours programs (See Evidence for 
Learning Toolkits) 

•	 Adopt staff wellbeing programs including 
teacher SEL and mindfulness skills  
(Jennings et al, 2017) 

•	 Schools that conduct quality SEL programs 
achieve improvements in school climate 
& safety, staff student relationships, peer 
relationships and improved engagement  
and learning (Chowkase, 2023) 

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S  
F O R  A S T R O N G  S C H O O L H E A LT H , 
S A F E TY & W E L L B E I N G  C U LT U R E 

Students and staff need to feel 
physically and emotionally safe  
and supported at their school.

Evidence in brief 
•	 Students from highly disadvantaged families  

or communities are more likely to experience 
personal and/or family health issues that impact  
on their learning readiness, participation and  
school attendance

•	 Teachers working in disadvantaged schools are 
generally more stressed, and experience worse 
mental health, take more days off and experience 
lower morale. (Goss et al., 2017; Jennings et al., 2018) 

•	 Students who feel physically, psychologically or 
emotionally unsafe at school, are less likely to 
attend, to engage with classroom learning, and to 
make and keep school friendships. The scope and 
quality of peer relationships are a critical factor  
in student engagement with schooling.  
(see ‘Assessment of Climate and Conditions for 
Learning’, Garibalidi et al (2017) in Handbook of Social 
and Emotional Learning, Durlak at al (Eds))

•	 Students who experience both physical and 
electronic types of bullying are more than 5 times 
as likely to miss school as students (in the USA) who 
have not been bullied. (Steiner & Rasberry, 2015)

•	 Approximately 27% of Year 4 to Year 9 Australian 
students reported being bullied every few weeks 
or more often. 32% of Year 5s and 29% of Year 8s 
reported frequent school bullying. Students 10–15 
years of age are the most likely to be involved in 
online bullying. (Bullyingnoway.gov.au) 

•	 Learning to cope with stress and adversity is an 
important part of healthy child development. When 
the stress response is activated in the context of 
strong, supportive, buffering relationships, stress 
levels can be brought down quickly and long-term 
physiological effects blocked entirely. However, 
when stress is unbuffered, children’s capacity 
to learn can be overwhelmed. (Center on the 
Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016)
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 6

Identify student risk factors, pathways 
& interventions 

Most students who eventually  
drop-out began disengaging from 
school long before. 

Evidence in brief 

•	 It is important to address disengagement risks as 
early as possible in the student’s enrolment. This 
means being aware of each student’s risk profile 
and disengagement behaviours. DoE responses 
include Respectful Relationships; Whole School 
Positive Behaviour Support (SWPBS); Restorative 
Practices; and the DoE Pedagogical Model, 
including the 5 E’s and High Impact Teaching 
Strategies (DoE, 2018)

•	 Among the strongest predictors (and indicators) 
of school disengagement and dropout are poor 
academic engagement, poor learning outcomes 
(De Witte et al. 2013); and poor student attendance 
(Lamb et al, 2015 Educational Opportunity in 
Australia: Who succeeds and who Misses Out?) 

•	 Australian and international research consistently 
shows that children and young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to 
experience markers of disengagement including 
higher absence rates (Hancock et al., 2013), lack of 
interest at school (Thomson et al., 2013), poorer 
classroom behaviours (OECD, 2012) and early school 
leaving (Rumberger & Lamb, 2003)

•	 ‘Disadvantage’ includes low socio-economic status 
& low family capital, e.g low levels of income; 
education; employment; disability & poor physical 
or mental health (McLachlan et al., 2013)

•	 Student disengagement is strongly associated with 
the home and family context and parents’ capacity 
to economically, socially & emotionally support 
children to engage at school (Hattie, 2017)

•	 Children in disadvantaged families: are less likely to 
enrol in preschool programs; are more likely to be 
developmentally vulnerable and show less school 

readiness on entry to school; and have significantly 
lower levels of achievement, on average, across 
all years of school (Hancock et al., 2013) https://
www.bastow.vic.edu.au/sites/default/files/202006/
InsightsforEarlyAction_LiteratureReview_ June2020.pdf 

Use the DoE Framework for Improving Student 
Outcomes (FISO 2.0) to access Student 
Engagement data from CASES re student 
attendance data), and the Attitudes to School 
Survey (AtoSS). Important AtoSS data include: 
Attitudes to Attendance; Sense of confidence; 
Student voice and Agency. Other key data 
include: experience of bullying/feelings of 
safety; and respect for diversity. 

•	 Staff upskilling for working in disadvantaged 
school communities, with a strong whole 
school focus on trauma informed pedagogy

•	 Principals can prioritise data collection  
& analysis to help identify student risk 
factors by allocating these tasks to specific 
staff, e.g Health & Wellbeing staff) with the 
aim of developing supportive pathways for 
‘at risk’ students, and monitoring student 
indicators of wellbeing, social connection, 
peer connection, and learning self-efficacy

•	 Build strong relationships of trust, support 
and collaboration with students and families 
‘at risk’. Enhance the development of student 
voice and agency

•	 Build strong links with community agencies 
– Breakfast Clubs/OSH programs, Welfare 
agencies, Clinical services etc 

•	 Build a strong culture of SEL, Safety, Relational 
Pedagogy, and High behavioural expectations

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S  
T O  I D E N T I F Y & B U I L D  S U P P O R T 
F O R  S T U D E N T S  ‘AT R I S K ’
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 7

Adopt trauma-informed schools & practices

Trauma informed schooling aims to minimise 
the harms that complex trauma exerts  
on students. It also supports the whole  
school-community.
•	 Conduct whole of school training to: build 

staff motivation & confidence in Trauma 
Aware pedagogy; support teachers to better 
understand their students’ learning & other 
needs, as well as their own emotional 
responses – so that they are better able to 
maintain unconditional positive regard, and 
to co-regulate emotions.

•	 Focus on physical & psychological safety 
of all students by building relationships of 
trust, routines and rhythms, repetition, and 
consistent boundaries that help to shape 
pro-social relationships

•	 Adopt consistent use of cognitive & 
emotional scaffolding to provide students 
with maximum control over the learning tasks 
in the context of moderated learning stress

•	 Identify students who are at risk of complex 
or other trauma, and build strong links with 
families, caregivers and relevant community 
agencies 

•	 Map school ‘hot spots’ (where conflict occurs) 
and cool zones (where students feel safe & 
comfortable). Use ‘threshold’ greetings with 
all students, using their names appropriately 
to build relationships of trust and goodwill

•	 Adopt Restorative Practices, set explicit  
pro-social behavioural expectations, and 
avoid negative emotions, expressions and 
punitive practices – as these can result in 
escalation and disengagement

•	 Design and implement inclusive policies  
& practices

•	 Address unmet learning needs (see the 
Think:Kids website https://thinkkids.org/)

•	 Establish whole of school skills programs 
focussed on SEL, problem solving, and 
interpersonal skills 

(Australian Childhood Foundation Guidelines  
for Trauma Aware Education (SPACE, 2018),

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S  
F O R  T R A U M A A W A R E  T E A C H I N G 

When stress is unbuffered, children’s 
capacity to cope and learn can be 
overwhelmed.

Evidence in brief 
Type 1 trauma is understood as a high intensity,  
high stress, single episode event (e.g death of a family 
member) that is devastating but nonetheless treatable. 
Type 2 (complex) trauma generally refers to chronic 
neglect or abuse from relatives or other parties known 
to the child. Trauma is much more widespread than is 
commonly understood, even more so in disadvantaged 
schools, locations and families. It affects: 

	J Intrapersonal competencies (e.g sense of self  
and self-development). 

	J Interpersonal competencies (e.g capacity to 
form and engage in relationships with others) 
− Regulatory competencies (e.g capacity 
to recognise and modulate emotional and 
physiological experience). 

	J Neurocognitive competencies (e.g capacity to 
engage executive functions and other cognitive 
abilities required for deeper learning)  
(Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2018) 

•	 When children are feeling highly stressed or 
anxious, their ability to cope can easily be 
overwhelmed, and without external supports 
(buffering) their stress responses can move rapidly 
to fear, defence, and self-protection (Center on the 
Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016). Under 
such conditions, children’s ability to learn and 
develop are heavily compromised, and care must be 
taken to help bring the student back to a state of 
emotional safety and ‘learning readiness’

•	 More than 50% of children with 4 or more adverse 
childhood experiences (ACES) experience learning or 
behavioural problems, compared with 3% of children 
who have 0 ACES. ACE scores are also powerfully 
correlated with graduation rates; health behaviours; 
employment & income levels; morbidity, mortality & 
incarceration rates. (Chapman et al., 1996) 
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 8

Implement enrichment programs

Evidence in brief 

•	 Research into pathways for educational disadvantage 
identifies that lower socio-economic status students 
often live in family contexts where there is less 
high-quality educational stimulation in the form 
of rich and extensive parental vocabulary (Hart & 
Risely, 1995); fewer words of encouragement; weaker 
pro social capital; weaker neighbourhood amenity; 
and less access to learning enrichment activities 
including quality early childhood education and care

•	 Extended school day programs (before and after 
hours) can add two months of learning outcomes 
to students and can be especially useful for 
disadvantaged students. There is evidence that 
disadvantaged students benefit more – making 
closer to three months additional progress. 
(Education Endowment Fund Teaching and Learning 
Toolkit, 2018) 

•	 In addition to academic supports, some schools 
incorporate after school programs that focus on 
social, artistic or sports skills. These programs are 
more likely to improve academic achievement over 
and above after hours academic programs. It is not 
clear whether this is due to additional attendance 
or other forms of school engagement such as 
spending more time with peers and staff. 

•	 Attracting and retaining students in After Hours 
Programs appears to be easier to do in primary 
schools rather than secondary schools

•	 Enrichment and after-school programs have 
a medium effect size, whilst interventions for 
students with additional learning needs can have 
a large effect size of some 8-9 months of learning 
(Hattie, 2017)

•	 Board games (e.g Chess, Backgammon),  
card games (Uno; Snap) and suitable 
computer games

•	 Breakfast clubs (to support healthy eating  
in a socially supportive environment) 

•	 Diverse lunch, after-school & holiday 
programs (see DoE & Council holiday 
programs & activities) 

•	 Links to community groups to help conduct 
sport, drama, music, arts, dance programs  
at school

•	 STEM programs – to promote PC skills, 
robotics, ICT skill development

•	 Culturally Responsive Organised After School 
Activities (see Simpkins, Riggs et al, 2017) 
respond to diverse cultural needs as well  
as universal needs such as inclusiveness  
(e.g gender equity programs) 

•	 Environmental science activities, eg, school 
grounds improvement programs, weather 
data collection and outdoor education 
activities

•	 Library, Reading & Study Group programs 
support students whose caregivers may arrive 
home late, and aim to develop additional 
learning skills and subject specific skills

B E F O R E , D U R I N G  A N D  A F T E R 
S C H O O L H O U R S  E N R I C H M E N T 
P R O G R A M S 

Key Developmental Theory includes Self Determination 
theory (see Deci & Ryan) – which focuses on the 
importance of building student autonomy, competence, 
and social relationships – all of which can be done 
through student selected OOSH programs. 

Enrichment programs, after school 
programs and activities can improve 
student engagement with staff, peers 
and the broader community.
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 9

Focus on social and emotional learning (SEL)

“Social and emotional competencies are  
essential to learning, positive development,  
and success in school, careers and life.”  
(Council of Distinguished Scientists National 
Commission on SEL; 2017) 

Evidence in brief 
SEL skills correlate with academic achievement  
and with physical and mental health and wellbeing. 
Children who have more SEL skills, tend to perform 
better in cognitive and social activities, enabling them 
to remain better and more engaged in their learning 
and other aspects of school life. (Collaborative for 
Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 2013). 

The evidence supports the use of SEL to improve 
outcomes for children and young adults in  
self-perception; positive behaviour; reductions in 
emotional distress and conduct problems; school 
engagement; and academic attainment. (Cipriano et al., 
2023 Corcoran et al., 2018; Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et 
al., 2017; Barry et al., 2017; Cefai et al., 2018; Greenberg, 
2023). Moreover, children from low SES families and 
environments tend to have significantly lower SEL 
scores (OECD (2021) ‘Beyond Academic Learning: First 
results from the Survey of Social and Emotional Skills, 
https://casel.org/) 

Meta-analyses and “hundreds of studies spanning  
6 continents indicate a consistent, positive effect of 
quality SEL programs on students’ social, emotional, 
behavioural and academic outcomes at all grade 
levels , and across gender, ethnicity, race, income and 
other demographic variables. The effect sizes are 
classified as medium to large” – indicating substantial 
benefits (Greenberg, 2023).

SEL is important in schooling because “emotions 
and social relationships affect learning. Positive 
relationships, including trust in the teacher, and 
positive emotions—such as interest and excitement, 
open up the mind to learning. Negative emotions—
such as fear of failure, anxiety, and self-doubt, reduce 
the capacity of the brain to process information and 
to learn. Students’ interpersonal skills, including their 
ability to interact positively with peers and adults, 

resolve conflicts, and work in teams, all contribute to 
effective learning.” Dr Linda Darling Hammond, CEO, 
Learning Policy Institute, 2022 

SEL capabilities include: 

•	 Self-awareness – the ability to accurately identify 
one’s own emotions 

•	 Self-management – impulse control; stress 
management; self-discipline, self-motivation;  
goal-setting and organisational skills

•	 Social awareness – perspective-taking; empathy; 
appreciating diversity, respect for others,

•	 Relationship skills – communication; social-
engagement; relationship-building and teamwork;

•	 Responsible decision making – the ability to make 
constructive choices about personal and social 
behaviour. (Collaborative for Academic, Social and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL), 2013). 

•	 Enhance school staff existing SEL skills, 
strengthen their SEL instruction skills,  
& build a strong and deep school SEL culture

•	 Establish clear school-wide behavioural 
expectations & behaviour management/
support guidelines

•	 In addition to the implicit (cultural) teaching 
and modelling of SEL skills, adopt explicit 
whole school teaching of self-regulation, 
planning & review strategies, e.g Stop-
think-do; think-plan-act-check, and explicit 
focus on emotion-regulation techniques, 
using the SAFE approach (Durlak et al, 2011) 
which highlights that SEL programs are 
more effective when they are Sequenced 
(developmentally co-ordinated); Active 
(participatory); Focused (intentionally develop 
personal and social skills); and Explicit (skills 
are identified, taught & practised)

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S  
F O R  B U I L D I N G  S E L S K I L L S 
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 10

Focus on executive functions & self regulation 

•	 Reading supports the development 
of Executive Functions, and vice versa 
(Cartwright, 2012) 

•	 Activities involving problem solving, 
planning, metacognition, delayed 
gratification and working memory. This can 
include sport, drama and as well as card 
games, and board games such as chess

•	 Co-establishing individual education plans, 
monitoring and evaluating progress and 
obstacles, and revising plans accordingly 

•	 Explicit SEL instruction across the formal 
curriculum, and implicit SEL in the school 
culture

•	 Collaborative Problem Solving: the 
Think:Kids Institute at Massachusetts 
General Hospital has developed a focus on 
understanding the nature and co-ownership 
of problems in both learning challenges and 
in socio-emotional behaviours (see https://
www.livesinthebalance.org/about-cps)

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S  F O R 
B U I L D I N G  S T U D E N T E X E C U T I V E 
F U N C T I O N S 

Executive functions are more predictive 
of school readiness and final grades 
than IQ. 

Evidence in brief 

The core executive functions (EFs) include Working 
Memory, Cognitive Inhibition, and Cognitive Flexibility 
(Diamond, 2011). Collectively, EFs support the 
regulation of thoughts, emotion, and action. EFs 
are fundamental to reasoning, planning, decision-
making and other higher order cognitive skills, 
and they support both SEL skills (Self-Awareness, 
Social Awareness etc see Building Block 9) as well 
as cognitive & self-motivational skills such as task 
initiation, sitting still, task focus, following rules, 
problem-solving, maintaining a growth mentality  
& resilience in the face of setbacks. In other words, 
EFs support student self-efficacy in both cognitive  
and emotional learning.

•	 Executive Functions (EFs) are higher order, 
self-regulatory cognitive processes that aid in 
monitoring and controlling thought, emotion  
and action. (Diamond, 2013; Carlson et al., 2013)

•	 EFs enable higher order reasoning, problem 
solving, goal setting, decision making, planning, 
and metacognitive skills such as reviewing, 
reframing, self-reflection, theory of mind, cognitive 
and behavioural inhibition, and support SEL skills. 
EFs are complex regulatory processes that enable 
children to organise their thinking and behaviour 
with increasing intentionality and flexibility. 
(Barkley, 2001; Hughes & Graham, 2002) 

•	 EFs are critical for success in school and have been 
found to be more important for school readiness 
than IQ, or entry level reading or math. (Blair, 2002; 
Blair & Razza, 2007) 

•	 Teacher rating of children’s attention problems at 
age six predicts math and reading achievement at 
age 17. (Breslau et al., 2009) 

•	 Children with strong attention spans at age four 
had a 49% better chance of completing college by 
age 25. (Mcclelland, et al., 2011) 

•	 Deficits in skills domains such as SEL, executive 
functioning, emotion regulation, and inter-personal 
communication skills are associated with disrupted 
youth behaviour and normative development (Wang 
et al, 2019)

•	 Low EFs predict aggression, emotional outbursts, 
under-employment and crime. (Broidy et al., 2003; 
Denson et al., 2011; Davis et al., 2010) 
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 11

Adopt meaningful and relevant curriculum  
and pedagogy 

•	 Many tier 2-3 students benefit from 
hands-on, participatory learning programs, 
including mini-building projects, horticulture, 
art, drama, excursions 

•	 Emotional and cognitive ‘scaffolding’ builds 
trust, opportunities for co-regulation, and 
‘serve and return’ interactions

•	 Quality relationships are at the heart of all 
learning and engagement with staff, peers 
and learning tasks

•	 Finely differentiated curriculum and regular 
student feedback and input about preferred 
pedagogy and learning group size, structure 
and approach 

•	 Establish clear behavioural guidelines, 
and clear and agreed Learning Goals and 
Individual Learning Plans. Agreed learning 
goals accompanied by clear cognitive tools 
can support understanding, motivation and 
learning persistence

•	 Provide explicit SEL skill instruction. SEL skills 
means improved relationships, and feelings of 
belonging, trust, support and safety

•	 Involve students by respectfully identifying 
and acknowledging their perspectives and 
experience on topics and skills being taught 
or investigated

•	 Build students’ sense of agency, control 
and autonomy within the class curriculum, 
pedagogy and interactions. Intrinsic 
motivation is powerfully motivating and 
supported by their sense of control over 
content and approach (see Reeve et al, 2022) 

R E C O M M E N D E D  A C T I V I T I E S

Differentiated and autonomy-
supportive learning environments 
build inclusion, agency & success 

Evidence in brief 
•	 Students with diminished school connectedness, 

and who feel less accepted, respected, included and 
supported by others at school, are at greater risk of 
a wide range of outcomes including poorer health 
and wellbeing, elevated risk of anxiety or depressive 
symptoms, lower levels of achievement, and 
increased risk-taking behaviours such as substance 
use, and increased violence. (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015)

•	 Reeve et al (2022) report that Australian student 
feedback about ‘great teaching’ highlights that 
teachers perceived by students as ‘the best’ all 
“offered students a high quality relationship” (p.22)

•	 Visible Learning identifies the power of teachers 
learning from each other about lesson planning, 
student learning progression, subject excellence etc. 
Hattie recommends that schools create structures 
and cultures that foster effective educator 
collaboration around factors that impact positively 
on student learning. (Hattie, 2012) 

•	 Empirical studies consistently show that engaging 
and well-managed classrooms enhance student 
interest, feelings of safety, and support student 
behaviour and achievement. The use of timely 
and well directed scaffolding supports for each 
student may be a critical support factor, as its 
supports moderate levels of neural stimulation 
and challenge, whilst maintaining a safety net for 
students should they need it. (Blair & Raver, 2017)

•	 Teachers need to be able to quickly and accurately 
identify student behaviour that might become 
a problem. Effective preventive approaches 
include high expectations; strong teacher-student 
relationships; clarity and structure in instruction; 
and encouraging active learning. (Goss et al., 2017) 

•	 Scaffolding to learning tasks at or just above level 
is key, as is engaging curriculum content.  

Students in disadvantaged schools benefit 
significantly from being connected to supportive 
teachers and meaningful curriculum. (Hancock & 
Zubrick, 2015) see also DoE FISO Practice Principles)
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B U I L D I N G  B LO C K 12

Establish high standards and expectations 

•	 Clear school values and cultural 
expectations: modelled through daily 
examples & feedback, via recess, lunchtime 
and off-campus behaviours. Staff need to 
provide plenty of opportunities for success 
and appropriate praise

•	 Establish clear classroom routines,  
work-task procedures and cognitive goals 
and approaches

•	 Teaching of explicit metacognitive strategies 
to build students’ self-awareness and 
self-regulation skills that in turn enable 
students to resist inappropriate personal or 
peer pressures, and to become increasingly 
cognitively aware of what they have learned, 
and how they have learned it – which 
helps to build belief in the individual and 
collective learning growth model, and 
learning self-efficacy

•	 Ensure staff use participatory and interactive 
approaches during non-classroom 
supervision activities 

•	 Working with all students to monitor  
health, wellbeing, social connections, and 
academic progress; and co-design of relevant 
learning goals 

•	 Conduct well designed after-school classes 
for students who are ‘at risk’ and who may 
benefit; and catchup programs for students 
who have missed school 

•	 High expectations for every student 
promotes intellectual engagement and self 
awareness (see DoE Practice Principle 1 for 
Excellence in Teaching & Learning) 

A C T I V I T I E S  F O R  B U I L D I N G  A 
C U LT U R E  O F  H I G H  B E H AV I O U R A L  
& A C A D E M I C E X P E C TAT I O N S

“In schools with sustained 
improvement, staff have strong 
expectations of students, and students 
have high expectations of themselves”  
(Positive Climate for Learning Research  
Evidence Base, DoE) 

High expectations can be nurtured and supported in 
practice by the adoption of a ‘learning growth culture’ 
within all classrooms, differentiated and scaffolded 
pedagogy, as well as an explicit underpinning focus on 
‘learning how to learn’ (meta-cognition), and how to be 
emotionally and cognitively resilient.

Evidence in brief 
•	 Teachers’ understanding about how each student 

thinks is very important; the teacher needs to 
understand where a student is in their level of 
thinking and then challenge each student to go 
beyond that level. (Hattie, 2012)

•	 High standards and expectations are set when 
a teacher has the ability to influence student 
outcomes by: − identifying essential representations 
of the subject; − guiding learning through 
classroom interactions; − monitoring learning 
and provide feedback; − attending to affective 
attributes. (Hattie, 2017) 

•	 Behavioural intervention programs can assist in 
motivating ‘at risk’ students set to reach higher 
level goals and achievements. (Hattie, 2017). Other 
valuable support factors include: − students 
telling teachers how much/well they have learned; 
feedback on teacher performance; the use of 
formative evaluation; and a teacher’s willingness to 
accept ‘critique’. (Hattie, 2018) 

•	 Overcoming student disengagement is complicated. 
School leaders must go beyond a school-wide 
behaviour plan (e.g SWPBS). They must also provide 
practical support for teachers, with opportunities 
for staff collaboration, trialling, observation and 
feedback. (Goss et al., 2017)
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S E C T I O N  04

Assessing & building your school’s 
capacity to enhance student 
engagement

The first table may assist schools 
in terms of assessing what they are 
already doing with respect to each 
of the NCESE Building Blocks for 
Engagement. The second table offers a 
set of worked examples of links between 
programs and activities run by schools, 
various engagement objectives, and the 
NCESE Building Blocks. 

The School Scoreboard column allows schools 
to place a tick or score against Building Blocks, 
programs/activities and engagement objectives 
that schools seek to adopt as part of their 
engagement plans or initiatives.

Schools can use the Audit table to help them to 
both review and also design their own engagement 
approaches and practices, with the aim of building 
engagement for all students, and/or engagement 
for students at high risk of disengagement.
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BUILDING 
BLOCK

SCHOOL SELF-ASSESSMENT 
QUESTIONS

PROGRESS 
SCORE 

NOTES / SUGGESTED 
STRATEGIES

RELATIONSHIPS 
(BBs 1,2 3)

List 3 formal or informal strategies that 
emphasise the importance of relationships in 
your school, as they apply to:

(a) Student-Student; (b) Teacher-Student; (c) 
Teacher-Teacher

1(a)

1(b)

1(c)

LINKS WITH 
FAMILIES & 
COMMUNITY 
AGENCIES (BB4)

What strategies do you use to build closer 
relationships with parents/carers, particularly 
for your most disengaged students?

Provide examples of partnerships with 
community agencies that strengthen your work 
with young people (e.g School Hubs)

IDENTIFY RISK 
FACTORS, 
PATHWAYS AND 
INTERVENTIONS 
(BB6)

What data does the school use to assess 
students’ risk of disengagement?  
How systematic is this process? 

What supports are put in place to successfully 
address the risks?

WHOLE SCHOOL 
SAFETY AND 
WELLBEING (BB5)

Name 3 practical ways in which your school 
promotes the safety and wellbeing of students. 
Name 3 practical ways in which your school 
promotes the safety and wellbeing of staff  
and visitors

IMPLEMENT 
ENRICHMENT 
PROGRAMS (BB8)

Do your enrichment programs reach students 
of different abilities, backgrounds, and levels of 
risk? How are you using external agencies to 
build/sustain these programs?

ADOPT TRAUMA 
INFORMED 
APPROACHES (BB7)

What types of training & coaching are provided 
to support Trauma Informed Practice and 
cultures in your school? 

EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION AND 
SEL (BB9)

What practical strategies does the school use to 
build students’ SEL skills? (e.g SEL curriculum)

How do you ensure that school staff have (and 
model) SEL skills?	

EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONS (BB10)

Name 3 practical ways in which your school 
supports the development of Executive 
Functions for students? 

How does the school link EFs to learning self-
efficacy and SEL?

MEANINGFUL, 
RELEVANT 
PEDAGOGY & 
CURRICULUM 
(BB11)

How much input do students have in what 
they learn and how? 

How common is the use of problem-based/
enquiry based or passion based learning 
approaches?

ESTABLISH HIGH 
STANDARDS & 
EXPECTATIONS 
(BB12)

How well do staff, students & families 
understand and support the school values? 
Does the school explicitly endorse a 
Learning Growth Model? Do you use student 
Behaviour support plans?

BUILDING BLOCKS AUDIT QUESTIONS


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STRATEGY/ 
ACTIVITY 

ENGAGEMENT  
OBJECTIVES 

RELEVANT 
BUILDING 
BLOCKS

SCHOOL 
SCOREBOARD 

Conduct comprehensive staff SEL 
training, including Mindfulness  
(e.g CARE) 

Reduced staff stress;

Improved Staff Relationships;

Improved Student-Teacher 
relationships

BB5 

BB3 

BB2

Identify suitable SEL programs  
for students; 

Develop staff SEL skills;

Develop staff SEL teaching skills 

Improve staff and student SEL skills 
& behaviours 

BB1 

BB2

BB9, BB10

BB3

Conduct suitable staff Professional 
Learning in Trauma Informed 
Education (e.g NCESE Modules  
1, 2, 5; BSEM);

Develop in-house Tier 3 programs 
as needed with Project REAL 
support

Improve staff competence & 
confidence in trauma informed 
practice;

Develop school capacity to respond 
to T3 student learning and social 
needs

BB2

BB3

BB5, BB6

BB7

Design & implement Student  
After Hours & Holiday programs,  
eg. via BGCS, Hume City Council 
Sports and Recreation programs

Enable students to engage in 
programs of personal and group 
interest that create opportunities 
for broadening, deepening SEL skills, 
subject skills, and help to build 
relationships with peers and adults

BB1

BB2

BB4

BB8

BB11

Identify and implement programs 
that develop students’ Executive 
Functions, eg Literacy programs, 
explicit teaching of meta-cognitive 
skills, project based problem  
solving opportunities, regulation  
of emotions in self and others

Build students’ learning readiness;

Build students’ capacity to 
engage in reading, planning and 
problem-solving - individually and 
collaboratively

BB9

BB10

Design & trial programs that build 
links with families & community 
agencies, e.g via Project REAL, 
Community Hubs, ECEC

Improve communication and 
collaboration with parents and 
support parents/family needs 
through strong links with service 
agencies

BB4

BB5

Identify students at high risk of 
disengagement and drop-out

Provide additional supports and 
relationships to meet T3 students 
learning needs and challenges

BB6

Build a culture of personal safety, 
wellbeing, and a growth mind-set

Ensure staff interact with positively 
with students before, during and 
after school. Ensure students safety 
& other H&WB needs are met.  
Build a culture of personal growth

BB5

BB11

BB12

STRATEGY/ ACTIVITY ENGAGEMENT OBJECTIVES BUILDING BLOCKS SCHOOL SCOREBOARD 
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Websites
ACE (Adverse Childhood Experiences Study).  
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html 

Australian Childhood Foundation, see SPACE, Trauma Aware Responsive 
Education https://professionals.childhood.org.au/centre-trauma-aware-
responsive-education/

Mitchell Institute https://www.vu.edu.au/mitchell-institute or  
www.mitchellinstitute.org.au

ARC (Attachment, Regulation and Competency). arcframework.org 

SEL (Social and emotional learning). https://casel.org/what-is-sel/ 

CPS (Collaborative & Proactive Solutions).  
https://www.livesinthebalance.org/about-cps 

OECD https://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance/

Turnaround for Children https://turnaroundusa.org

Science of Learning and Development Alliance  
https://www.soldalliance.org

Evidence For Learning https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-
evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit

Think:Kids https://thinkkids.org/

Restorative Schools Movement https://restorativeschoolsaustralia.org

CREATE: Social Emotional Learning (SEL) for Educators 
https://createforeducation.org/

Department of Education resources
School-wide Positive Behaviour Support
https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/behaviour-students/guidance/5-
school-wide-positive-behaviour-support-swpbs-framework

Respectful Relationships Education Program Relationships:
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/programs/Pages/
respectfulrelationships.aspx

High Impact Teaching Strategies
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/teachingresources/
practice/improve/Pages/hits.aspx

Student Engagement Policy:
https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/student-engagement/policy
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