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Using the Discussion Paper
The Engaging Schools Discussion Paper has been written for
schools. It draws on Australian and international literature and
insights from stakeholders within ACT public schools.

Underpinning Principles
Consultation with stakeholders within the ACT and research revealed
some principles which underpin good practice of engaging schools, and
an engaging school system. These principles are considered in turn
below. Engaging schools:
Ensure every student belongs to their school

Aim of this Discussion Paper:
The aim of the Discussion Paper is to provide a platform for
conversations upon which schools can discuss their approach to
engaging all of their students.
The Discussion Paper and ensuing conversations are intended to:


Provide a common language and shared frame of reference for
all stakeholders who play a part in supporting schools to engage
all students in the ACT (including teachers, schools, community
organisations and government)



Identify, promote and share examples of good practice and
effective strategies drawn from international research and the
practical experiences of public schools in the ACT



Support the development of an approach to guide schools and
their communities to implement good practices.

Engaging schools take responsibility for achieving good
outcomes for every student. Not all students engage easily with
school, and working with students with diverse abilities and
needs can create extra demands on teachers’ time and
attention. It is easy for students, in particular those that are
disengaged from school, to fall between the cracks of an
education system and to leave school without realising their
potential.
The ACT Government and community recognise that every
student has a right to receive the best possible education,
inclusive of their ability, behaviour, background, or the
challenges which they face. Engaging schools take responsibility
for every student by building relationships with them,
understanding them, providing them with a safe environment
and the opportunity to learn, and by connecting them to the
community.
Engage everybody

In launching the Discussion Paper, the Director General made the
following remarks:
“We are talking about a shift from focusing primarily on
disengaged students towards supporting better engagement for
all students.
When we talk about engaging schools, we are talking about
engaging all students – and consequently all teachers and all
leaders and how we do that together with the community.”
Diane Joseph
Director General
ACT School Leadership Conference May 2013

Engaging schools are not only engaging for their students, but
also for teachers, families, non-teaching staff and the local
community. There are many parties that invest in and contribute
to student learning outcomes, and each has an important role to
play in supporting good outcomes for all students.
Engaging schools recognise the roles played by those in the
broader school community, and act as a hub which enables
every part of the school community to play its role in engaging
and educating students.
Focus on success
The desire to achieve is a powerful driving force in education.
Engaging schools have high expectations about what can be
achieved, both in terms of learning and wellbeing outcomes for
students, and what the school itself can do to continually
develop its practice.
Engaging schools work towards realising these high expectations
by articulating meaningful and achievable goals at all levels
within the school, by focusing on what can be done, and by
thinking creatively and taking calculated risks.

This focus on success can be heard in the daily conversation of
school staff which is about student potential and successes,
overcoming barriers and new approaches.
Respond to context
Engaging schools are conscious of the context in which they
operate. They are able to make use of their relationships with
educators, parents, government and the broader community to
design contextually appropriate and integrated student
engagement strategies.
The ACT is a small jurisdiction, affording it with strong informal
and formal networks. Engaging schools understand how to draw
upon their networks and connections to support engagement,
and their communities value the opportunity to contribute to
and enjoy their local school in turn.

Areas of Good Practice
The areas of good practice presented in this Discussion Paper can be
viewed as the focus areas within schools that make a direct contribution
to student engagement.
These have been identified through and developed from consultation
with ACT stakeholders, and a review of literature on what makes schools
engaging for all students. They are evidence based, and also relevant to
the ACT context. The areas of good practice are:


Strengthening relationships



Valuing, understanding and having high expectations of
every student



Enriching connections with communities



Building engaging school cultures

These areas of good practice are deeply interconnected. For example,
many of the strategies which can be applied to strengthening teaching
and learning relationships and to support individual students rely on
connections with communities, and are best supported by a whole of
school approach to building an engaging school culture. Therefore,
efforts to improve practice in one area will often result in a
strengthening of the qualities of good practice within other areas.
Each area of good practice is outline in more detail on the following
page.

ACT Engaging Schools Discussion Paper: Areas of Good Practice
The areas of good practice outlined in the Engaging Schools Discussion Paper are outlined below.
Strengthening Relationships
Research shows that the quality of supportive relationships a student forms with adults within their
learning environment is a key determinant of student’s willingness and ability to engage with their
school, and their learning.
Schools that engage all of their students through strong teaching and learning relationships
demonstrate good practice within four interrelated areas. These engaging schools:
•
•
•

•

Systematically cultivate good relationships between students and teachers, and clearly state
and reinforce their expectations of these relationships
Create forums and opportunities for student voice to shape the school environment, decision
making, and teaching and learning practices
Support student self-determination in learning through the collaborative development of
classroom, assessment and feedback processes, which respond to students’ abilities and
interests
Dedicate time and resources to these priorities.

Valuing, understanding and having high expectations of every student
Valuing, understanding and having high expectations of every student means that schools treat
students as individual learners, and build their approach around empowering individual learners to
learn. An engaging school encourages students to have high expectations for themselves and shows it
has high expectations for all its students.
Schools that engage all of their students by valuing, understanding and having high expectations of
every student demonstrate good practice within five interrelated areas. Engaging schools:
•

•
•
•
•

Provide quality learning programs that offer a rich and varied curriculum for all students,
showing that the school wants to connect with all students, regardless of their background or
circumstances
Make explicit their high expectations of all students, that school work is valuable, and that the
student’s strengths and interests are worthwhile
Consistently apply the principles of good pedagogy, and are creative about how to deliver
ambitious learning outcomes for students with different interests and abilities
Respond creatively to design and develop flexible learning and educational program options for
students whose needs are not met in traditional classroom settings
Understand students in a holistic way, incorporating an understanding of their learning and
wellbeing as being influenced by factors both within and external to the school.

Enriching connections with communities
Enriching connections with communities means that schools see themselves as part of a broader
community, and purposefully create opportunities for community members to reach into the school, as
well as for the school to reach out to community members.
Schools that engage all of their students by enriching their relationships with communities
demonstrate good practice within three interrelated areas. Engaging schools:
•
•
•

Develop a two way relationship, where the school reaches out to communities, and community
members reach into the school
Break down barriers for families to help them to engage with the school, and participate in and
shape their children’s education
Recognise their school as an integral part of their broader community, and present a welcoming
face to the community.

Building an engaging school culture
A whole of school approach to innovation and engagement aligns the school’s values, systems, culture
and actions to generate and sustain the good practices which create an engaging school.
Schools that create a sense of belonging or identification with the school by students and staff
demonstrate good practice in all aspects of 'building an engaging school culture'. Particularly, good
practice within five interrelated areas is identified in the literature and through consultations in the
ACT. Specifically, engaging schools:
•
•
•
•
•

Develop a clear vision and values that underpin everything that the school does
Effectively coordinate learning and wellbeing elements of education for individual students
Creatively use and improve the school's physical and learning environment
Have consistent approaches to behaviour support that focuses on creating a safe, supportive
and inclusive school environment.
Focus on what is possible, and proactively take risks in order to achieve results

For more information:
Please call 6207 7991 or email EngagingSchools@act.gov.au

