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Forward thinking- Engaging students: creating better classroom 
environments for learning  

Sydney 14 June 2017 

When students are engaged in class, they learn more. But too often, this is not the case. Grattan 
Institute recently published Engaging students: creating classrooms that improve learning. The report 
finds that forty per cent of Australia’s school students are regularly unproductive in a given year.  The 
main problem is not the sort of aggressive or even violent behaviour that attracts media headlines. More 
common – and more stressful for teachers – are minor disruptions such as students talking back, or 
students simply switching off and avoiding work. 
 
When schools and teachers create a positive environment in the classroom, student engagement and 
learning reinforce each other in a virtuous circle. But classrooms can also get caught in a dangerous 
spiral of distraction, disruption and further disengagement. Teachers are calling out for more guidance 
but too often get dropped into the deep end. 
 
In this Forward Thinking event, Dr Peter Goss, Grattan Institute School Education Program Director, 
hosted a panel of leading educators to explore: 
 
What is happening in Australia’s classrooms? 
How can schools and teachers create better classroom environments for learning? 
What policy changes would help schools the most? 

 
 
Moderator: Pete Goss, Grattan Institute 
 
Speakers: Dr Jenny Donovan, Relieving Deputy Secretary, Strategy & Evaluation, NSW 

Department of Education 
Lila Mularczyk, Director, Secondary Education, NSW Department of Education 
Aimee White, Teacher 
 

 
 

PETE GOSS: Good evening everybody and thank you very much for coming along tonight to this event, 

which is very generously hosted by the State Library of New South Wales. Forward Thinking is the 

name of the collaboration between the State Library and Grattan Institute. We run about six or eight of 

these events a year and we’re very grateful to the State Library for sponsoring them and providing a 
great space where people can come along after work and listen to an interesting discussion and 

contribute to that discussion over the course of an hour and a quarter. My name’s Pete Goss, I work as 
the School Education Program Director at Grattan Institute. We’re an independent think tank based 

down in Melbourne, so it’s always nice to get up to Sydney and get away from the rain that we’ve been 
having. A little earlier this year I wrote a report on engaging students, which is one of the trickier issues 

but a central one to what happens in classrooms. When students are engaged they learn more, when 

they’re not engaged then that gets shown up in various different ways. What I learnt when I was doing 

that report was that the picture that we sometimes see in the media of students out of control is really 

not mostly what’s happening in Australia’s classrooms, in fact it’s not mostly what the teachers say is 

the hardest bit for them.  

I’m not going to go through the contents of that report - our reports are all publically available online on 

our website and if you want to read the report and send it to your friends then please do so, but please 
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send them the link rather than the full report. You’re welcome to do either, but we all have KPIs and 
one of mine is how many times my reports get downloaded, so download early and often would be my 

advice. Given that we’re not going to go through the report what we are going to do is to spend an hour 

and a quarter exploring this wonderful topic of student engagement and disengagement, what happens 

in the classroom and what happens at a school level, and maybe getting to what happens beyond the 

classroom level. I’m absolutely delighted to have a panel of three fabulous women. We have Dr Jenny 

Donovan and it says up there that she is Relieving Deputy Secretary of the Strategy & Evaluation in the 

NSW Department, but I understand that that’s “was” Relieving Deputy Secretary and that the Deputy 

Secretary, Janet Davy, has come back. Jenny’s day job is that she established and leads the Centre 

for Education Statistics & Evaluation which, it says on its website, is an innovative hub for evidence-

based policy and decision making in education and those that know the sector recognise it as the pre-

eminent research body within a government education department in Australia. It does really fabulous 

work so Jenny, thank you for coming along. Jenny began her role as a high school teacher in the 

Western suburbs, so is talking from practical experience as well as from the research.  

Next we have Aimee White, who I was lucky enough to meet earlier and who comes very highly 

recommended through the Sydney Catholic Diocese. I was really keen to hear from a young teacher, 

someone who has been through the experience of standing up in a classroom for the first time not all 

that long ago. Aimee has been teaching for six years I understand in Catholic schools in the Eastern 

and Inner West Region of Sydney. She’s currently teaching Year 1 at St Pious Catholic Primary School 

in Enmore and, Aimee, I think you said that the two schools you’ve taught at had somewhat different 
demographics and so you can speak to that, because challenges with engagement are not restricted 

to any one type of school. Thank you, Aimee. Finally, we have Lila Mularczyk, who is now the Director 

of Secondary Education for the New South Wales Department of Education. She was the Principal at 

Merrylands High School for 15 years and retired last year, and Merrylands has been recognised at 

multiple levels for the fabulous work that it does both in the teaching space and also in the broader 

engagement space. I think there’s no better way to recognise the contribution that Lila has made over 

many years than acknowledging the fact that she was recently given an award in the Queen’s Birthday 
Honours List for her many years of contribution to education, so congratulations Lila. Could you please 

welcome my fabulous panel? 

So, I’ve given the very broad outlines of the problem that we’re going to discuss today, and that’s 
engagement which, when it shows up, probably you can tell, and disengagement, which when it’s 
happening might take different forms. The way that the evening is going to run is we’ll spend about 15 
minutes talking about what’s actually happening on the ground, what’s happening in New South Wales 
and Australian classrooms and start off by getting grounded in the situation as of today. Then we’ll 
spend about 15 minutes talking about what does it take to create better environments for learning, and 

that happens both within classrooms and also at a whole school level and there are things that can be 

done at a system level. We’ll touch on the very vexed topic of what policy changes would help schools 

the most and then I’ll throw it open to audience questions. We’ll aim to have about 25 minutes for 
audience questions, so have you questions ready early on because that part of the discussion always 

gets very interesting from perspectives that we don’t necessarily think about. To start us off, I’m going 
to toss to Jenny. CESE (Centre for Education Statistics & Evaluation) has been doing some research 

in this space. What’s the data showing you? What’s happening in New South Wales and Australian 

classrooms? 
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JENNY DONOVAN: I guess CESE’s task is to try and understand the evidence base so that good 
decisions can be made in education in the policy space, as well as at classroom level and by Principals, 

as they’re leading their schools. Engagement was something that we came to quite early on. We wanted 

to figure out, first of all, is it really a thing? Is it just a buzzword or is it something that we really do need 

to understand? Does engagement have any kind of relationship to student performance? Is it possible 

to be disengaged and still doing really well at school? We needed a mechanism to try and understand 

the relationship better for ourselves so we looked first of all at PISA which, as you would know, assesses 

15 year olds in various areas on a cyclic basis. It also surveys students about some of their attitudes to 

the schooling they receive and that gave us a bit of a taste for what might be possible if we were to ask 

the students, listen to the student voice about their experience of education and the schooling that they 

get.  

Since 2013 in New South Wales we’ve used a tool called Tell Them From Me, which is a student survey 
which invites students to tell us what it’s like being a student in a New South Wales Government school. 

The survey’s designed for students who are in Year 4 right through to Year 12 and it’s available to all 
of our schools to use, which most of them do, so every year we get around 250,000 student survey 

responses. One of the things that we honed in on very early was this notion of engagement. We’ve 
unpacked it a little bit, we’re looking at institutional engagement - do students sense that they’re a 
member of a school community, that school’s a thing that they turn up to and they do in different ways 

- but also academic engagement, intellectual engagement, their effort, their motivation, and the lengths 

that they’re prepared to go to, to ensure for themselves that they get a good experience out of their 

schooling. We’ve had this big rich dataset for some years now and we’re just starting to be able to tell 
a longitudinal story. What we do is we link the student survey responses to performance information, 

so we’re able to drill into what the students say is their experience and find out whether or not that 

translates into better or worse student academic performance. It’s all totally de-identified, we can’t see 
any of them, we don’t know any of them or anything, but it gives us a really fascinating insight into things 
like how much does the student’s sense of their own engagement and participation at school and effort 

in the classroom translate into their performance outcomes using NAPLAN as a measure, which we 

have to do because we don’t have anything else that everybody knows and understands. We don’t 
need to have the NAPLAN conversation, we all know its limits, but it is quite useful as one consistent, 

valid, reliable measure of some things that students can do.  

What we’re seeing is students start off their schooling very highly engaged. At Year 4 and Year 5 their 

engagement levels are high, however in Year 6 that starts to drift and it drifts down to what we’ve called 
the Year 9 dip, which is pretty alarming drift. It goes from something like 90% engagement in Year 4 

down to around 60% in Year 9 and then it never really comes back up. It comes up to an extent for Year 

11 and 12, but it never regains the ground of being up at those Year 4 levels. I think what’s interesting 
for us in that is that drift in engagement begins in primary school, it’s not something that just happens 

as the students move into high school, and that we don’t ever recover them back to the extent that they 
began. It’s also interesting to reflect on New South Wales and that story that we’re seeing year in/year 

out, but how does that relate to what happens internationally in other places? Tell Them From Me 

originally was a Canadian tool, so we’re able to look at the outcomes for Canadian students against the 
same sorts of measures. What we see is they don’t experience the same dip at Year 9, the engagement 

is far more stable for the Canadian population however it does drift a little bit, and they don’t see the 
same pickup that we get for our Year 11 and 12 students. So it’s interesting to sometimes reflect on 
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what might be different about what’s happening in New South Wales to a story that we know about 
internationally and, of course, there are other stories that we can tell from some of the other countries 

who do the PISA testing and so we know a bit about them as well. Is that enough from me as an 

introduction to some of what we know in New South Wales? 

PETE GOSS: I think that’s perfect for New South Wales. What have you see from elsewhere around 
the country where disengagement is picked up as unproductive behaviour, what the students are 

actually doing rather than what they say? What do we know about that picture? 

JENNY DONOVAN: We have a publication we call What Works Best which basically has tried to drill 

into what’s got the strongest evidence base for the things that happen in schools that will have the most 

direct impact on student performance. In What Works Best we get a story that’s very similar to the story 
we hear from students, which is quite interesting. Students tell us about their experience of teaching 

practises and classroom management from the teachers and where they perceive certain practises are 

their experience we quite often see a correlation to higher or lower performance outcomes for them, 

very often practises with the same things that we unearthed in our research into what are the things 

that are best practice according to the evidence base. So I’m talking about things like students telling 
us where their teachers adopt very explicit practice, they’re very clear about their expectations, they’re 
very clear about the learning objective of each of the lessons, their teachers ask questions and wait for 

them to answer, their teachers invite questions and allow the students time in their lessons to ask them. 

In terms of classroom management, the students tell us about their perception that classes are well-

managed when classes begin on time, when they classroom is quiet enough that they can hear, that 

they can listen to the teaching and where they feel that there’s a good respectful relationship between 
the teachers and the students. They pick up on the sense that if the relationship is poor then it’s very 
often associated with poorer classroom management, and then the picture we see is poorer 

performance outcomes for the students as well. 

PETE GOSS: That’s one of the things that’s really fascinating with the work that you’re able to do and 
the datasets that you’ve now got is that you can start to link them together and say what practises are 
the students experiencing and how does that make them feel, how do they respond to that, and then is 

that linked with the outcomes that we see, and the answer is yes. One last question from you, Jenny, 

before we move on to Aimee to talk about what it looks like on the ground. Is the level of engagement 

or disengagement fairly uniform across all different types of schools? You talked about that Year 9 dip, 

but are there schools where everything’s completely hunky-dory and are there schools where 

everything’s completely out of control? Is that rich schools/poor schools, rural schools/remote schools? 

What are you seeing there? 

JENNY DONOVAN: The analysis that we do disaggregates in several ways. We have the whole system 

dataset and, while we’re not especially interested in individual schools, we are interested in system 
level patterns, so the kinds of trends that you’re asking about. What we see is that students from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds tend to report more negatively about their own sense of engagement with 

schooling and that then links to poorer outcomes for them. They also describe poor experience of 

classroom management. They describe teaching practises; the ones that we know are more effective 

are the ones they experience less frequently. So there’s a very clear connection for the low SES 

(socioeconomic status) students. Some of the others that you mentioned, there’s no particular new 
pattern associated with whether a school is in a metro or non-metro location. Most of the effect of being 
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in a rural/regional location is actually associated with low SES; it’s more to do with the socioeconomic 

background than the geography, if you like.  

The only other particular difference we’ve seen has been with gender, a really interesting picture about 
gender whereby girls report more positively in some measures in engagement. Girls do school better, 

they do their homework, they are less likely to confess to having bad behaviour, they’re the ones who 
are good, but their levels of engagement are lower. The Year 9 dip is far more pronounced for girls and 

other measures of wellbeing that we ask them about are more pronounced for girls as well. So at one 

level, girls might seem like they’re coasting through looking pretty good, they’re not playing up in the 
classroom, they’re not overtly doing anything that draws attention, but in fact they’re quite disengaged 

in some respects and that does play out in performance outcomes in some areas. They recover in Year 

11 and 12, but there are some really lean years, some bad years for girls in particular. 

PETE GOSS: That is fascinating and something we might come back to. The data that I have seen 

reinforces that idea that actually in schools with lower SES there are higher levels of disengagement 

on average. I’m certainly not saying, and Jenny I’m sure you’re not saying, that that’s a fixed thing - I 

think Lila would throw us both off the stage if we were willing to say that, but we’re not. It’s not a fixed 
thing, but on average there are some pretty big differences. I was talking today to a politician questioning 

needs-based funding, given that GONSKI is going on, and saying actually, why do we need more 

funding in low SES schools? These are in fact some of the reasons, that it’s a harder job for the 
teachers. So to you Aimee, you’ve worked in a couple of different types of schools and I’m really keen 
to hear and give the audience something to make this a bit more tangible. What does it look like, feel 

like, smell like on the ground to be running a classroom? What was it like the first time you had to do it? 

AIMEE WHITE: I’ve worked in schools in the Eastern and Inner West Region of Sydney and 

disengagement and engagement is a priority for teachers in all schools. Disengagement can look 

different, but the effects are still the same. Students who are disengaged are not learning and they’re 
not reaching their potential and that’s a concern for all teachers.  

I’ve found that there are many different reasons that students will become disengaged from their 
learning and this can vary from class to class within a school; it can vary from different schools; it can 

even vary within the classroom. For example, you can have really capable students who are unwilling 

to take risks, so they just coast along and they’re just very quietly doing their work but not really 
challenging themselves and reaching their potential, or perhaps a capable student who doesn’t see the 
value in what they’re doing and doesn’t really understand why they are doing that particular task or what 
the skill is that they’ll learn from that. You have students whose home life really affects them every day 

when they come to school. Sometimes students come to school and their needs aren’t met, they haven’t 
had adequate sleep or they’ve come to school hungry without lunch; they have pressures at home, 
maybe mum and dad are separating; they’re dealing with the sickness or loss of a parent. These are 

all factors that some students face every day. You have students who have diverse learning needs and 

they need that help and that support to access the curriculum, and a high number of our students suffer 

from anxiety and might have avoidance techniques so they don’t have to become involved in the 
learning: 

PETE GOSS: What does anxiety look like? How do you pick that up? 
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AIMEE WHITE: It can be very different. Sometimes you can have students who it’s quite obvious that 
they’re anxious, but you can have students who very quietly will avoid a subject, they might be busy 

sharpening pencils or they might have to go to the bathroom all the time or get a drink or take a long 

time to get started. Then you can have these students where it’s a bit more obvious, where their 
behaviour might be a little bit louder and they’re trying to get your attention because they might not have 

the words to say how they’re feeling, but they’re trying to get that help and they’re trying to reach out to 
you.  

PETE GOSS: It’s interesting as you talk through all of that, particularly with that latter group who haven’t 
found the words, I’m imagining in my mind tapping on the table or stealing someone’s pencil case and 
things that are mildly disruptive - and you’re nodding to that - but you haven’t talked about things like 
out and out swearing, yelling or throwing stuff. Have you had to experience any of that? 

AIMEE WHITE: That’s much less common in schools. I think the most common behaviour that I have 
seen as a result of disengagement would be at the low level, it would be the child that is quiet in the 

corner and the children who are maybe chatting to friends, perhaps talking back, but it’s definitely the 
low levels that are more of a concern for teachers. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you. We didn’t set this up, but that’s what I saw in my research, that roughly 40% 
of students show disengaged behaviours regularly. Every student probably is going to show them at 

some stage, but regularly is starting to become an issue for the student and for the teacher and their 

learning. Of that, 25% of the total, so the majority of those that are disengaged, are in this passively 

disengaged state which you’ve described, maybe another 10% are somewhat disruptive, and then 
maybe only 5% on average. Did you see much difference between the two schools that you were at in 

terms of how frequent this level of disengagement was? 

AIMEE WHITE: Not how frequent it was; it just looks different. So at some schools you might have a 

class that is very capable and doing very well, but they might lack resilience so they’re not willing to 
take that risk, whereas at another school maybe the family issue is more of an issue to them. So the 

disengagement is a priority for both, but just the reasons why and how it looks is different. 

PETE GOSS: Actually, I do have one more question on this because we heard about the Year 9 dip, 

but you’re a primary teacher so yes, the data clearly says that the self-reported disengagement 

increases, there’s a Year 9 dip, but you’re seeing this much earlier. That is a little surprising to me in 
some ways. Is it because they just don’t know better? Is it something they’re going to grow out of? 

AIMEE WHITE: I find it less in infants, so Kindergarten, Year 1 and Year 2, they’re very enthusiastic, 
they’ve got this great love of learning and everything’s exciting that you do and it does tend to pick up 
maybe even at stage three, which would be Year 5 and Year 6. Students start to compare themselves 

to others and that could be a factor, they might start looking at how they’re performing compared to 
their peers and they might suffer from low self-esteem and that could cause disengagement, but it does 

start to appear in later primary.  

PETE GOSS: Thank you. There was one thing that I meant to do to help our panel and I’m going to do 
that now, which was to take some of my own medicine. One of the things with teaching is to actually 

understand what your audience already knows, so my apologies for that. I won’t ask in great detail, but 
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broadly I’m interested in four categories - I’ll read them out and then you can do a show of hands. 
People who work in a school, teachers, Principals and the like, lots of those; people who work in school 

systems, an education department, the Catholic education system, other things, very good; people who 

work in a university education faculty or in teacher coaching or areas like that; and then other generally 

interested, a few. Parents? Thank you. So Lila, we’ve heard a bit about the data and we’ve heard a bit 
about what it looks like on the ground. You’ve spent years running a school, how do you think about 

creating an environment for learning and doing that at a school level? 

LILA MULARCZYK: I’m going to start somewhere else and end up there, just to put “years and years” 
into perspective. There has been three and a half decades in school, 15 of those were as Principal and 

I will state they’re the best and most honourable jobs you could do, so it’s wonderful. I’d also like to do 
a quick demographic of my most recent school for the last 15 years. It’s 54% NESB. This will resonate 
with a whole lot of you, it’s exceptionally low SES, a really high crime area - that doesn’t mean that 

that’s reflected in the school community - 16% ATSI students, 18% refugee students etc. So, it’s a 
beautifully rich school community, that’s all that equates to, but I just wanted to put it in perspective and 
throw to something that Jenny said. The Tell Them From Me survey, whilst Jenny sees the aggregated 

data, schools see their own data and that has been so informing for us, and I hope that’ll be another 
question later on, the synergy of what we actually do at different points to change that. It’s been 

wonderful, so thank you for letting us do that. 

When we speak about student engagement on the broader scale within a school community I think you 

can’t go past speaking about what that further means, which is teacher engagement in the purpose, 

family, parent or carer engagement and, of course, the broader school community engagement as well 

and, depending on the needs of your school, which may come from the evidence of Tell Them From 

Me and a whole host of other data, the synergy of those working together is either going to work for 

every young child in your school or it’s not going to work. In my particular situation I had 800 students, 
which meant there were 800 different stories and, because they were teenagers, those 800 stories 

changed minute by minute, so the needs were absolutely there. Just some underlying principles of 

course, if we’re going to speak about student engagement everybody in that school community has a 
different entry point into whatever we’re doing and we need to recognise that. Professional learning for 

teachers new and not so new, as Pete has pointed out several times, that whole professional learning 

is really important. The entry point for parents or families to buy into owning the engagement of their 

child and of themselves too, that dip happens in Year 7 as well. From primary school there is less of an 

engagement there at the same time.  

Of course, there are a whole host of things and Aimee was referring to it, it’s skilling people to be 
involved in the learning or the supporting of learning, it’s understanding what’s required to be there, it’s 
identifying the needs and the needs are different for this cohort, that cohort, and anyone who’s worked 
in a school understands the variance that you have there. But if you don’t have the whole school 

community generally framing what they believe to be the strategies and/or the underlying principles that 

need to be embedded then it’s not going to work, and some of those underlying principles, and it hasn’t 
strongly been mentioned yet, are how effective are the relationships in the school community, how 

trusted are they and how skilled are the people that are working around those things? 

PETE GOSS: It’s getting the environment right so that the students can then be engaged and they know 
what’s expected of them. I suspect that doesn’t solve everything every single time, Aimee. What 
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happens when, for whatever reason, a kid breaks and interrupts that process? What do you have to do 

then? 

AIMEE WHITE: That’s a really good point, because you’re not going to have everything working 

perfectly every day. We find that reminders and being really positive with the kids works well. 

PETE GOSS: You can’t just yell at them straight away? 

AIMEE WHITE: No, that doesn’t work. Having that positive reinforcement, you might have a student 

who is a little bit disengaged, maybe they’re rocking in their chair and they’re not really focusing on their 
work, but if you can catch them doing something right and praise them for that all of a sudden you’ve 
got them back. You can say, “Thank you for getting your pencil out and opening your book” and they’re 
like, “Oh yes, I’m getting started, look at this. I’m doing well”. We find break it/fix it works as well, 
encouraging the kids if you’ve been disengaged and maybe you’ve been a bit disruptive, how can you 

fix it? It’s not telling them to go to timeout or yelling, it’s, “Okay, I’ve knocked someone’s work off their 
desk. I’m going to go and help them pick it up and I’m going to make it right” and having one more thing, 
logical consequences for their behaviour. So it’s important that the consequence is consistent and it 
matches what they’ve done. 

PETE GOSS: Some of the research that I’ve read is that kids have a very, very strong sense of justice 
and injustice and one of the worst things that can be done is seeing a punishment that’s not 
proportionate, even for the other kids in the class, that they will look at that. Last question for you Aimee 

is when you describe this and you say you know how to respond in those cases and maybe give them 

the break it/fix it piece, I now know that: could I go and then start to apply that? What does it actually 

take to help a relatively new teacher go from the idea of saying, “Well alright, that might be what the 
theory says and I’ve seen what it looks like” to, “Actually, I can deploy this in the heat in the moment”? 
Because that’s where there’s a craft element, is my understanding. 

AIMEE WHITE: Absolutely. It’s one thing to know what to do, but it’s another to put it into practice 
especially if you’re under pressure or perhaps you’ve tried to implement it and it hasn’t worked. That’s 
why I think it’s really important that young teachers have mentors. That is one thing that I really wish I 

had my first year out of teaching was someone who was trained to be a mentor. I had lots of friends on 

the staff and they were wonderful, but someone I could observe and someone who could come and 

watch me, offer feedback and work together with me and collaborate. That is something that I was 

missing my first year out. We do have now in schools literacy and numeracy coaches who can help us 

with that, we have diverse learning teachers who are wonderful that we can go to, but not all schools 

have that available. That’s something that I think teachers need, because we need to build the teachers 

to be able to get that point. 

PETE GOSS: Some nodding from Lila there, but it’s a good jumping off point. Jenny, in your broader 
experience as well as from your research, what are some of the things that effective schools are doing 

more routinely that schools that are trying to do the right thing but aren’t quite making it are not doing?  

JENNY DONOVAN: It’s a good question. I just want to pick up on a couple of things that Lila and Aimee 

have said. The point that Lila made about it’s about student engagement; it’s also about teacher 
engagement. I think the important point, and it’s one that you made in the report, is that the classroom 
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you’re aiming for is a classroom where learning is happening, not a classroom that’s very, very quiet. If 
learning is happening then the environment is working well, the teacher’s managing that environment 
and getting it to a place where students can learn. And yes, they need to be taught explicitly the kinds 

of behaviours that are expected, the routines that will be put in place etc. but it’s very difficult for a 
teacher to maintain an environment where learning can happen if they’re not themselves engaged in 
this process. We’ve got a wonderful teacher in the New South Wales’ system that many of you will 

know, Eddie Woo, who was profiled on Australian Story recently. CESE has been doing some work 

with him - watch out, the podcasts will be out soon! - and he observes in his teaching that while he asks 

a lot of questions, he seldom answers questions. Students are invited to say, “Mr Woo, I don’t 
understand it” but rather than give then an answer he says, “Okay, let’s go back to where you stopped 
understanding, because you understood this a little while ago. Where is it that you’re going wrong?”  

The point that he’s making with that is that the teacher needs to be engaged in the learning as well, 
they need to be able to put themselves in the shoes of the students who are learning. Not get impatient 

and say, “But we covered that, you knew that yesterday, what’s your problem today?” but go back and 
experience the difficulty of learning something new, be challenged by it themselves every time and go 

through it with the students. A teacher who’s able to demonstrate that that is what they’re doing is the 
teacher who’s building a great working relationship with the student, a respectful relationship, and one 
whereby they’re demonstrating every day that they understand engagement isn’t about fun, it’s not 
about making everything fun, it’s about making it possible for you to learn. You will engage if you can 
learn. You’re never going to engage if you can’t learn; if what I’m doing is too hard or too difficult or you 
can’t ask questions or whatever. Engagement is always about learning and about an environment in 

which learning is happening. I think that’s what we see where we’re seeing the wonderful practice that 
Aimee is describing and the work that someone like Eddie Woo is doing in our system. Then we’re 
seeing fantastic outcomes for students. 

PETE GOSS: When you said engagement is not always about fun, I think that’s something that’s really 
deeply important. When I was writing the report I had a number of people who said, “Actually, a lot of 

kids are just bored” and that may well be true, although it was actually harder to find the evidence of 

that, but what’s the solution to that? As a parent, what do you do when a kid says, “I’m bored”? There’s 
no magic “unbore them” button, you actually have to understand why the boredom is happening. So in 

terms of various solutions you could say, “Fine, let’s choose content that is going to make it wonderful 
for you”. If we’re doing mathematics, “Let’s talk about horses for girls and Formula One cars for boys” 
or “Choose your own project” and have the freedom to do that, or it could sometimes be actually, “You’re 
to understanding this” or you’ve already done it three times. Maybe it’s not about the content so much; 
maybe it’s actually about getting it at the right level. What do you think about teasing out some of those 

things? It doesn’t seem that the right answer to disengagement is a song and dance routine; it’s much 
more subtle than that. 

JENNY DONOVAN: It’s more to do with the teacher being able to represent themselves as someone 

who’s passionate about this content. It might look quite difficult and dry and it doesn’t come easily, but 
it’s really exciting and you’re going to really want to know this because it’s going to be so useful to you, 

it’s going to be the next step to some wonderful new world of information that’s going to open up for 
you. I think it’s just a rabbit hole to go down to try and turn everything into this notion of fun. Learning 
can be fun and that’s terrific, but learning is the endpoint of schooling, that’s why we’re doing it. If they 
have fun along the way terrific, but as long as they’re learning is the main thing and there are harder 
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and easier ways of making that learning happen. Engaging students by sharing your passion, by being 

very explicit about what you’re doing with them, by making sure that they’re with you all the way, that 
you haven’t lost them several stages back and now they’re floundering and not knowing what to do and 
so they’re disengaging and all of those things, they’re all part of what we describe as good explicit 
teaching practice. That’s how you keep them and they will learn. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you. I’m going to pose one final quick question to the panel and then we’ll take 
some of our own medicine, because one of the things that needs to happen is active learning, that 

classrooms are not necessarily quiet and passive, so it’s time for the audience to wake up and start 

thinking about your questions. Just a very brief response, starting with Lila and then moving through, 

what policy changes would help schools the most? 

LILA MULARCZYK: I’m going to avoid the word “policy” and speak about resourcing and structures. I 
think we have very strongly the beginning of it with great teaching-inspired learning where we have 

really strong induction programs for new teachers in schools. It’s quite a generous allocation actually in 
their first year, followed up further in their second year, where you have a mentoring program that is 

mandated for new teachers and I think that’s really important. If we’re putting them in front of your 
children it’s really important that we get that right, so the mentoring and induction resourcing is 
absolutely a given for that. I also think it is so important and, whilst I’m proud of some of the 

achievements as Principal, this was a great beginning. We didn’t quite get it to the end, but 100% of 
our students had individual learning plans and we tried to work through that. That is a different construct 

when you’re in a secondary school to a primary school because you have the children shifting, but 

certainly we tried to nail that as closely as we could. I didn’t quite get it to heaven high school level, but 
the plan was there and more children were captured than would’ve have been.  

AIMEE WHITE: I spoke before about mentors being very important, but I also think that perhaps some 

of the preparation needs to come earlier, at university level. I went to the University of Notre Dame and 

I chose that university for a number of reasons, but one of them was they offered the most experience 

in the classroom; we got to have 32 weeks over our course within the classroom. The first observation 

was three weeks into your course and you went into a classroom for two weeks just to watch and 

observe the teacher, then each year after that you got a 10 week block. I think that you really need 

those longer blocks so that you can see from start to finish the teachers setting up the term, when the 

kids get tired what happens, assessing, the whole structure. I think that’s really valuable and we need 
to do more preparation from uni. 

JENNY DONOVAN: I echo that. We hear in surveys we do of teachers that one of the things they feel 

the most support with is their classroom management. They’re not meaning by that they want a 

discipline policy or something; they just want some tricks of the trade, a toolkit that they can keep up 

their sleeves that they can rip out, like the things that you were describing, that they didn’t get at 
university. Some of these things are learned as you go, they come with experience, but we’re setting 
people up to fail if we don’t send them out with some of those tricks at hand. The other thing I think is 

encouraging schools to know what they’re working with, so using a tool like Tell Them From Me which 

gives that really interesting insight to each individual school about how their students are perceiving 

their education, their teaching and the students’ own sense of engagement etc. and using that 
information to inform some of the things that happen at the school level. Our schools by and large do, 

they look at the results from the survey each year, they change some things, they try some new 
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initiatives, they test them out and see how it goes, and then they’ll survey the students again to see 
whether or not that’s had an impact. Knowing what they’re dealing with I think is work off an evidence 
base, work with the evidence available to inform the practice and the decision making. 

AUDIENCE: This isn’t a question, but I just want to pick up on something that Jenny said. I wanted to 
spit out a whole load of strategies, but there’s a particular school that I’m aware of with a Tell Them 
From Me survey data and each week the Principal will speak to the entire school gathering and say, 

“This is part of the results from the Tell Them From Me survey” which is the student voice and he will 

tell the school what they’re doing to meet that student voice. I can’t think of a more beautiful snippet or 

example of how that data is used. I think that’s beautiful. 

PETE GOSS: Very good and I think student feedback in a sense is the next frontier. It’s closing the 
loop; it’s bringing evidence in. The evidence that I’ve seen says that student feedback can be very 

accurate information, particularly when the students feel that something is being done about it. If the 

students don’t feel the information is being used why would they bother, but if they do then the 
information is accurate and that can be used. In South Australia they have a different survey approach, 

but they are finding a lot of kids are saying, “I’m not challenged enough” and kids who are not challenged 
enough are going to get into different things. So thank you for that guidance. 

AUDIENCE: I recently heard the Vice-Chancellor of one of our biggest universities say the only really 

bad thing about the ATAR was what it did to the last two years of school. It struck me that there’s a 
cohort of kids who are able to leave school younger, but they’re legally required to remain and I don’t 
think that really offering for them something which is not the path for which the ATAR and HSC was 

designed, which was a screening method to get into university. I think there are a bunch of people who 

really have been sold a pup, they’re quite reasonably disengaged and I don’t think we’re teaching them 
what employers say that young people should have. 

PETE GOSS: It’s a great question, that there are some people for whom the traditional more academic 
model of school just does not seem to be working and what do we need to do there. 

AUDIENCE: You answered a question linking neural pathways to learning outcomes and I was 

interested to hear about the primary school. We give them a structure to learn, but what is the neural 

pathway variation that reflects on that when you become a teenager? Then, when you actually get to 

the employer end of the spectrum where we ask people to be far more exploratory than structured 

learning, how we may be set them up for failure in those middle years because we’ve actually told them 
structure is good, but then they break from structure. I’m interested in comments. 

AUDIENCE: I work for a child adolescent mental health service and this talk has been really good for 

me, because if the kids are referred I can just say it’s because their classrooms aren’t engaging enough. 
How do they say that to their teacher? How do I tell the teacher that I think maybe the problem is the 

classroom environment? 

PETE GOSS: Why don’t we start with that one? How would you feel, what would you want to hear? 

Because that would be really important information, right? What would you want to hear? 
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AIMEE WHITE: Absolutely. I think you can start by maybe gently suggesting what you can see that’s 
not happening there. Obviously point out the positives, but start by saying what’s not going on there 
that would make those students engaged. Just saying “the kids aren’t engaged” is not really going to 
give a lot of help or direction because perhaps their teacher is not aware of how to. We were talking 

about that before, that great teachers are built over time and they need that professional development, 

so perhaps there is something that their teacher can’t see. Pointing out what you observe not happening 
and what’s causing those children to be disengaged would be a great start, because it’s something 
concrete that you can work on. 

PETE GOSS: Picking up the other questions, Jenny, this balance between structure and routine and 

what are we teaching people and are we setting young people up for success? Then we can weave in 

maybe over to Lila, what about those people for whom the academic path isn’t necessarily it? 

JENNY DONOVAN: It is a really great question. I come back to the principles of explicit teaching, that 

we still have a curriculum. Yes, there is a tendency I think in many places for teachers to think they’re 
getting older so I need to let them have their head a bit more, that we can be more student-centred, we 

can do project-based learning approaches. I don’t think we’re necessarily doing the right thing by 

students in doing that, in taking away some of the expectation of routine, of being very clear with them 

about what the expectations are, how these lessons are going to work, how I’m going to get you from 

the beginning of this lesson to the end and you’re going to learn something and I’m going to check next 
time I see you that you’ve still got it and we’re going to move on from there. The more we move away 
from that, the greater disservice potentially we’re doing for our students. There’s been a bit of research 
that PISA has done around this looking at the ways different countries have tried to address problems 

of engagement, and project-based learning is one experiment that really hasn’t led to great student 
outcomes. It’s one that, ironically, OECD still thinks is terrific and talks about a lot, but the research 

suggests that it’s actually not doing much good for students. So I think we need to be careful we don’t 
lose the balance and that in the expectation that we need to do things different because they’re older 

we don’t lose the primary driver, which is we still want them to be learning and we still have a curriculum 

that needs to be delivered. 

PETE GOSS: And yet we also do want people to be able to grapple with unknown problems by the time 

they get out of school. Is that something that you teach explicitly as well? 

JENNY DONOVAN: Yes and no. I think we’ve got a pretty good curriculum to work with. If we can 
deliver the curriculum that we have - and they get to make more choices about that as they go through 

schooling, obviously - they will come away from their schooling with a pretty robust knowledge base. 

They will have been asked to deal with some things in greater depth and detail, they will have been set 

complex problems along the way, they will have been challenged hopefully, although challenge is an 

indicator from Tell Them From Me that worries me as well. I think it’s a bit artificial to suggest that we 
can go in and teach critical thinking as a standalone thing. It needs to evolve out of engaging with the 

content and the knowledge that’s associated with the disciplines that we’re teaching in, so it becomes 

the deep learning, the critical thinking, the problem solving, all of these things that we’re interested in 
making sure our students are capable of doing is all inherent in good delivery of the curriculum. 

In response to the first question I’m just going to make a couple of bold statements, such as one of my 
mantras at school was that every child had an exit destination no matter what point they left our school, 
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and that didn’t necessarily equate to they needed to have a big number ATAR to get anywhere. Another 

aspect of the work that we approached was that ATAR was not a continuum and that was the only thing 

you could do. We have pathways, we have vocational education, as you know, non-ATAR vocational 

education, ATAR vocational education, all those choices were meant to be opening doors of 

opportunities for the children but making sure they had a platform that took them somewhere, not just 

“we’ll get them into this particular course because it’ll probably engage them”. It was partly to do with 

the learning plans that we were doing, but making sure that there was going to be a variety of choice, 

of doors or opportunities when they did leave us at the end of Year 12 and if they didn’t get to the end 
of Year 12 for whatever reason, and that did happen at times, that they had an exit destination that we 

may have helped facilitate. It was absolutely our goal to put good citizens who were well-skilled and 

resilient into the community to contribute positively. Achieving an ATAR and going to university was 

never an aspiration when I arrived at that school, so to actually have children that went to university 

was like breaking the nexus of a whole lot of other things as well. 

If I could just give one stat, we actually trebled university offers and acceptances, which are two different 

things, in our school community over a three year period because of a number of different strategies 

for engagement in learning that we put in place. So for me it’s never been this is the continuum that it’s 

an ATAR life, vocational, a combination of that, but also the combination of subjects so that five years 

down the track you could access another part of learning or another pathway for employment. 

PETE GOSS: In terms of the neural pathways I would add the Jesuits talk about freedom within a 

structure, and I think there is something there. It’s understanding what’s expected of you and then 
having freedom to explore, and that is a balance in attention. 

AUDIENCE: I’m interested in the impact of technology in the classroom on student engagement, and 

this is probably more relevant in the high school context where, in public high schools at least, we have 

the BOYD (Bring Your Own Device) policy, so you’re confronted with classes of 30 students with their 
own devices. I agree with you that we’re not seeing perhaps so much confrontational behaviour and 
acting out and so on, but that’s because they’re hiding behind their devices and they’re quite happily 
engaged doing something else. I would say from my little experience of teaching, and I haven’t been 
teaching for that long, that in fact the number one problem for a lot of teachers now is dealing with 

distractions from devices and the ability to allow students on the one hand use of these devices that 

parents have had to pay for and been told they have to bring, while on the other hand trying to ensure 

that they don’t just get off task and become disengaged because there’s something more interesting on 
the screen. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you, great question. In Silicon Valley some of the venture capitalists notably say 

that they don’t let their own children use devices until later. Interesting. 

AUDIENCE: Very similar question to what I was going to ask. Is this just an age old problem - I think 

back to my Year 9 years and I dropped right off - and, if so, is it growing now, in the digital age? If it is 

a growing theme of disengagement in the digital age, what can we do about it? Does it mean we have 

to rethink education? Does it mean we rethink teacher education, bearing in mind that 50% of teachers 

resign within the first five years? 
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PETE GOSS: Is it an age old problem? Almost certainly, but some schools are better at it and some 

schools are worse at it, but there are things that can be done, would be at least part of my answer to 

that. 

AUDIENCE: My question is about the role of the broader community, not just parents, in engaging kids, 

for instance, in education and staying in education. I know there are mentoring programs and other 

things and I’m interested in whether there’s evidence or on the ground feedback of how that actually 

has an impact. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you. Who wants to jump in on the educational technical piece? 

LILA MULARCZYK: I’m going to make a couple of statements and then you can throw things at me. 

This is 101 a lame statement: technology is a tool. Children that were using technology and are 

disengaged in the classroom were probably using their book and paper and being disengaged. I know 

they can get access to other things and be more easily distracted with it, but the point is how often and 

how do we use the technology in the classroom? Do we do it the same way that we would have 

monitored learning in the classroom, re-engaging them in a collaborative group when we’re in there, 
doing different pedagogy around it? It is a tool that can access further information or a tool for recording; 

it can’t replace the teacher and the learning that happens in the classroom and I think we sometimes 
get those issues around that. Another aspect of it is, once again, setting expectations. I was at the 

school for 15 years, so I’ve done a lot of things with kids and we actually had a digital citizenship 
program that the children designed. The students designed it. They worked with other children on that 

setting the expectations for using it. When children cross the line or teenagers cross the line, as you 

were saying earlier, there was an expectation and there was a follow-up consequence to crossing that 

line. That’s no different to writing a rude note to somebody and passing it - well, that’s what happened 

in my day, someone wrote a rude note. They can text in the classroom now and that makes it more 

readily available, but the expectation is still there. That’s just an opening general statement. 

AIMEE WHITE: We have BYOD starting in primary schools as well. I’m very cautious with introducing 
technology and will only use it if I know that it is the best way of delivering that lesson. If a lesson can 

be done without technology we’re not going to throw it in for the sake of it and have too much screen 

time. It can be very useful, it can be very important and it has its place, but we need to think about 

where we introduce technology and also, as we were saying, the expectations around it have to be 

explicitly taught. 

JENNY DONOVAN: I’d just add that the research really isn’t in about the benefit that technology might 
bring to student performance and student learning. I think it’s inevitable and we certainly need to teach 

students how to use these tools, you’re quite right Lila, very effectively, but I also don’t think it’s 
something that the Department needs to make a policy about or anything. I think it’s a school-based 

decision and I’m aware of a large, very well-known, very well-resourced private school that doesn’t let 
the students use laptops or devices in the classroom for exactly the reason you’re describing. The 
device sits between the kid and the teacher, so why would you want that to happen? They’re out of 
here. I think it’s just good settings that the school would negotiate for itself, ideally with the students, 

focused, as it always should be, on what’s the optimum learning environment for us. 
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PETE GOSS: I’m going to jump in there on mathematics, which is a piece of work that I’m looking to 
do. We hear a lot about technology in mathematics in primary school, things like Mathletics, for helping 

mastery learning and that might be really effective in tailoring the right level to the student. But there 

are things that can be done in secondary mathematics with a program like Mathematica which can take 

away the complication of solving a problem and actually let the students do what I would call “real 
maths”, which is how do you identify that you’ve got a problem that is mathematical, how do you 
formulate it as a mathematical problem, how do you interpret the results? Very often in my day all of 

the time was spent cranking the handle and the types of problems you could do was limited by could 

you solve the equation. Now, no-one in the real world solves mathematical equations, virtually no-one; 

you use a computer to do that. So there are elements where to set young people up for the future we 

have to very actively use them and that would be, I would argue, potentially a case where it is definitively 

the best tool for the job, but chosen for that piece. 

LILA MULARCZYK: I wanted to go to the Year 9 question, because what’s really interesting about the 

Year 9 dip that I described is that our Canadian colleagues, who we worked with on the development 

of this tool, don’t see a Year 9 dip. I mentioned that they don’t see that kick up that we get in Year 11 
and 12, but nor do they see a dip at Year 9 and the reasons for that seem to be mostly structural. In 

Canada, Year 9 is the end of middle schooling, they’re the bosses of the school and here, of course, 
they’re just in the middle of a long stretch of secondary schooling. The Canadians were really taken 
aback by what we looked at, because we did the same thing and said, “Huh, Year 9 hormones”. I’ve 
got a Year 9 dip at home; I know what it’s like! But it doesn’t have to be that way, is what we understood 

from that. If you make some adjustments you can do better for them. The lower they dip the less likely 

they are to come back up, so if systemically we can look at ways that will diminish that dip and mitigate 

against it being as powerful as it is at the moment, especially for girls, then the better off they will be in 

the longer term. 

To the question about the broader community, I’ll try and be brief but I think this is multifaceted. As an 
example, there were 34 different relationships at varying schools around the area, so it might have been 

with police youth liaison, with youth groups, with the parent community and with universities - and I’m 

using those because I think if you have 800 teenagers you can use all those, as long as it’s not impacting 
on the classroom or the learning delivery. So if I can give you an example, 54 different nationalities. 

When I first arrived there was no parental or community involvement, it was, “That’s the school, we 
don’t want a bar of it” and whatever, so we started off a whole lot of cultural groups. We would bring in 
the cultures almost separately because they weren’t actually harmonious at that point and we worked 
that for about 12 months, it might be the Maori parents, for instance, and we would have it during the 

day and at night so no parent could say, “I’m working, I can’t be there”. They had the opportunity to be 

as frank and honest as they needed to be about what wasn’t working for them and they were frank and 
honest, I will tell you that now. That went through as many cultural groups as we could and then we had 

parents coming up and walking around. We then brought all the cultures together as if we were one 

community, which we were, but everybody knows and the research is absolutely a given that the more 

parental or caregiver involvement in the schooling life, the better the outcomes are going to be for 

children. So that was one way. 

Working with the police, and this will sound a bit strange to you, there might have been a distrust in the 

community with parents and with the children in that particular aspect, so we had police officers that 

actually did playground duty with me nearly every day saying, “Hi, how are you?” and whatever. The 
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last aspect which broke the nexus of tertiary education for our school, was working with universities 

where we would bus 50-something parents to a university so that they could culturally see it was a safe 

place for their girls to go - and I don’t need to go through all the different groups - and it was workable 

and their children could actually go there. Then we would have the universities and all of a sudden this 

thing that belonged to another community actually was something that they owned, and that changed 

the life for many of them. 

PETE GOSS: We are at time, my apologies for those that didn’t get to ask questions. The speakers 
may stick around for a couple of moments. The parental and community engagement, we know how 

deeply important it is but we don’t know as a system how to do that. That’s where the wisdom I think 
really does sit locally and where individual schools figuring out how to do these things and share some 

of those ideas, that’s something that has to be done fairly locally. Some of the other things that we’ve 
talked about today, there are actually some common learnings. Building relationships and learning 

some ways to do that applies to every single school in Australia. Active learning I think applies to every 

single school. The challenge that we have as an education system is there is difference and uniqueness 

within every school, there are some things that can be more common and then there are some things 

that need to be tailored, and this happens within the engagement side and within the learning side. I 

think our big challenges in education and what systems should do is how do we design a system that 

provides the type of information at the top, provides the training as teachers are coming through, 

provides the mentoring and the induction, the opportunities for schools to learn themselves so that in 

the end the people at the frontline who are making the decisions, whose day-to-day choices and ways 

of engagement with students, can be the best that they can be supported by the research evidence? 

I really enjoyed hearing from people who could talk to each of those different elements. I thank you all 

very much for your time. Thank you, again, to the State Library of New South Wales for hosting these 

forums and please join me in thanking Jenny, Aimee and Lila. 

END OF RECORDING 


