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Executive summary

COVID-19 is creating extraordinary challenges for children’s welfare, wellbeing and learning. The
potential harm to a generation is both immediate and long term, including diminished educational,
health, employment and other life outcomes, with large fiscal and social costs.

However, these costs are not inevitable. With the right support and structures in place, children can
emerge from this crisis stronger and more resilient than before, with enormous benefits for children
themselves, their communities, and the future Australian economy and society.

Building back better from COVID-19 will require an approach that puts children at its centre and
prioritises supporting student wellbeing and engagement. This is an opportunity not only to keep
children learning and developmentally on track through the successive phases of managing the pandemic,
but also to put in place the systemic foundations to improve long-term outcomes for this and future
generations, especially those facing particular disadvantage.

Achieving this will require a strong national commitment, coordinated effort across levels of government
and ministerial and departmental portfolios, and genuinely local and place-based approaches reflecting
individual schools’ and communities’ circumstances.

Three clear priorities exist. To set up for the future, these are the actions to pursue now:

o Ensure specialist support for all students’ social and emotional wellbeing no matter where they
go to school

o Develop a national strategy to keep children on track and engaged with learning

« Establish strong national coordination and oversight arrangements to drive a focus on
outcomes.
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Children’s wellbeing and resilience in disasters

Children’s health and wellbeing are the foundations for successful learning, healthy development and
long-term life outcomes. Engagement with learning is similarly fundamental.

Indeed, wellbeing, engagement and learning have been called the “three pillars of quality education™
and the “inextricable link” between wellbeing and learning is often noted.> This includes academic
learning and broader child development, and is true for children of all ages, from preschool through the
primary and middle years up to 18.

Social and emotional wellbeing is at the core of the concept of ‘wellbeing’. This relates to how a person
thinks and feels about themselves and others. It is fundamental to good mental health. For children, it is
directly linked to both current and future quality of life.:

Good social and emotional wellbeing is especially important during adversity. It is what enables children
to adapt, cope with challenges and emerge more resilient. Social and emotional wellbeing at once
represents a set of characteristics placed under particular pressure by a disaster or other crisis — putting
developmental milestones at risk — and a protective factor whose strength plays a significant part in
determining children’s ability to cope with the crisis itself.

The same is true of engagement with learning. When children face significant challenges, risks of
disengagement increase at the very time that strong engagement is most important to continued
learning. Maintaining student engagement is crucial to minimising the learning loss and developmental
interruption that may otherwise occur when education and schooling are disrupted.

Child mental health

Children’s mental health encompasses the psychological, social and emotional characteristics
enabling a child to lead a happy and fulfilling life. Good child mental health is the basis of healthy
development. It is far more than just the absence of disorders and ill-health.

Children’s physical health is promoted through activities like physical exercise, good nutrition
and immunisations. The same should be done for children’s mental health and wellbeing through
activities like emotional literacy building, social skills development and self-esteem building.

Social and emotional wellbeing

Children’s social and emotional wellbeing includes personal characteristics such as emotional
reqgulation, behavioural regulation, resilience and coping skills, self-esteem and confidence, and
persistence in learning, and social and interpersonal characteristics such as the ability to
identify emotions in others, the capacity to form and maintain relationships, and the development of
social skills including empathy, trust, cooperation and conflict resolution.

Children with high social and emotional wellbeing are optimistic, confident and engaged. They have
a strong sense of purpose and they believe in themselves. They understand their own emotions,
have positive relationships with others and are good at working through difficulties and resolving
conflict.

Social and emotional wellbeing is affected by both individual and environmental characteristics.® It
can be enhanced by effective support and interventions.¢
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Engagement with learning

Engagement with learning includes behavioural, emotional (or affective) and cognitive dimensions.’
Students who are engaged with their learning feel connected to education and school; participate
in academic and other activities at school; have a sense of belonging and inclusion at their school;
believe they are learning and developing meaningful skills; take ownership of their learning; and feel
that what they are doing at school is purposeful.

Disengagement can occur at different levels — with content, in class, with school or with education
as a whole. It comprises a continuum including students who attend school but are disengaged in
their classrooms — whether passively (ie present but inattentive) or more actively (eg exhibiting
disruptive or aggressive behaviour) — as well as those who are repeatedly absent, and those who

stop attending school altogether.s
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COVID-19’s impact on children

Children are particularly vulnerable to the psychological effects of community-wide emergencies

and crises. They are affected in ways that are unique to children, varying according to their stage of
development.’ It has been estimated that nearly 1 in 3 children and young people experience lasting
negative mental health and wellbeing effects for many years after an emergency such as a pandemic.®

COVID-19 is putting significant pressure on children’s welfare and wellbeing. School disruptions, lost
routines and sources of stability and support, fear of the virus and its effects on family and friends,
financial and other pressures on families, and — for some children — isolation in increasingly unsafe homes
are all contributing to rising stress and anxiety, greater exposure to violence and other safety risks, and
reduced connection to schools and engagement with learning. While COVID-19’s full impact cannot be
known at this stage, it has characteristics that are comparable to an Adverse Childhood Experience in
its own right, shared across a large proportion of Australian children, in addition to its cumulative effect
in intensifying other adversities."

Early research has highlighted these adverse wellbeing impacts,” consistent with evidence from past
pandemics and comparable disasters.” Children themselves have identified mental wellbeing as a top
concern relating to COVID-19 in Australia,” and parents have reported high rates of negative mental
health impacts on their children.” This mirrors on-the-ground experience — especially in communities
already experiencing challenges before COVID-19 — and the perspective of teachers and school leaders,
who are uniquely placed to understand their students’ needs.

“Many students returned to school after eight weeks of learning from home unsettled. Some students still
haven’t returned. Our wellbeing needs are higher than ever. Anxiety and mental health issues have increased.
Family violence notifications have grown significantly. Social workers’ caseloads are at capacity. Kids have
come back to school less regulated so that makes other kids not want to be in the classroom with them and
attendance has decreased.”

Holly Stewart, Assistant Principal, Sorell School, Tasmania, July 2020

Wellbeing challenges are especially acute for children with pre-existing vulnerabilities. This includes
those experiencing socio-economic disadvantage, at greater risk of violence and abuse in the home,
experiencing pre-existing mental health difficulties, or directly affected by natural hazards and disasters
such as drought and bushfires. COVID-19’s compounding toll is falling hardest on those who were
already most disadvantaged, least visible and least heard. These impacts can be expected to continue,
and in many respects deepen, through the successive phases of the pandemic response and recovery
over time.

“Wellbeing issues have accelerated for adolescents markedly during 2020. As an educator, | absolutely know
that wellbeing underpins everything about student engagement and learning in schools, and never has this
been more true than it is leading into a COVID-altered 2021. After a year of great anxiety and uncertainty our
students are tired and fatigued, and some are questioning the certainties of a future that we once simply took
for granted — employment, apprenticeships, university, a consistent wage, a ‘normal’ year at school. In terms
of teaching and learning, if students don’t have a distinct sense of wellbeing about where they fit at school,
and where they fit with each other, their learning outcomes will be significantly diminished.”

John Ralph, Assistant Principal, Hawkesdale P12 College, Victoria, November 2020

Children are resilient, and many will recover from these stresses with no lasting ill-effects. But without
appropriate support, many others will experience avoidable ongoing psychological distress and
diminished wellbeing extending, in some cases, into adulthood.
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Lower wellbeing is linked to lower engagement with learning, reduced educational attainment and
achievement outcomes, and reduced employment outcomes.”™ There is evidence about specific effects
following childhood exposure to a traumatic event such as a bushfire or pandemic.” The lifelong
consequences for children experiencing these effects are significant, as are the broader fiscal and other
costs to society.? Estimates of fiscal costs to Australian governments include:

o Unresolved childhood trauma in adults has been estimated to cost $9.1 billion per annum.z

o Late intervention through crisis services for children and young people up to the age of 24, such
as crisis mental health services, which could have been avoided through earlier intervention, has
been estimated to cost $15.2 billion per annum.>

o Early school leaving has been estimated to cost $12.6 billion over the lifetime of each annual
cohort of early school leavers, or around $315 million per annum for each annual cohort.*

COVID-19 and bushfires

While individual emergencies and disasters vary significantly in their nature and duration, their
lasting impacts on children are similar.» Most past research on children and disasters has taken
an ‘all-hazards’ approach or focused on natural hazards.» Meaningful parallels can be drawn
between past disasters in Australia and the current pandemic’s effects on children.”

Extensive research has demonstrated the lasting impact of bushfires on children in Australia.

« Abnormally high levels of emotional distress and symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder have been found in children over periods ranging from six to 15 months after the
1994 NSW Sutherland Shire bushfire, the 2003 Canberra bushfires, and the 2005 Lower
Eyre Peninsula bushfire, with generally greater severity among younger children.»

» Academic performance in reading and numeracy of primary students exposed to the
2009 Black Saturday bushfires has continued to suffer for at least several years after
the fires (longer-term evidence is not yet available but may well show a continuing
negative association), with learning loss increasing with the level of bushfire exposure
experienced.”

o Children exposed to the 1983 Ash Wednesday fires were found, 20 years on, to have been
“less likely to extend their education and their careers, and to be less socially mobile”.x

The 2019-20 Black Summer bushfires can be expected to have at least comparable effects on
children’s wellbeing, educational and life outcomes, given their unprecedented scale and severity.*
Without effective support for children’s recovery, these harmful effects will be significantly
compounded by COVID-19, which has impeded the crucial early stages of recovery from the fires
and induced additional distress and trauma in its own right.




Social and emotional wellbeing, engagement and recovery

As long ago as 2014, the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) identified
improving social and emotional wellbeing as a priority to ‘turn the curve’ for Australia’s children, and
recommended “national implementation of evidence-based, whole-of-school interventions in every
Australian school to promote resilience and emotional and mental health and wellbeing”.»> There is good
evidence that school-based wellbeing programs can improve student outcomes in academic achievement
as well as wellbeing-related domains such as socio-emotional, behavioural and cognitive adjustment.

This includes, among others, programs targeting school belonging and engagement, social-emotional skills,
and behavioural skills.

Supporting children’s social and emotional wellbeing is especially important during and after an
emergency.* Support and intervention after an emergency should promote five key elements: a sense

of safety, calming, a sense of self- and community efficacy, connectedness, and hope.»* These elements
underpin the principles of psychological first aid and are directly applicable to children. When a crisis is
continuing rather than time-limited in duration, the continuing need for such support is readily observable.

“The children are not only not engaged, but for this whole year | don’t think our kids have truly felt safe.Things
aren’t predictable. And predictability equals safety. Everything is unpredictable so children aren’t feeling safe.”

Mel Croan, Assistant Principal, Ulladulla Public School, NSW, September 2020~

Reflecting the evidence, there is strong expert consensus that promoting children’s wellbeing must be

a first order priority in response to COVID-19 in Australia. This is not only about mitigating damage
by reducing the pandemic’s harm to children’s wellbeing and the extent of learning loss that may occur,
although that is critical. It is also about taking the opportunity to support and enhance children’s
wellbeing so that they emerge from these challenges more resilient, not less so.

Schools are consistently identified as vital to supporting children’s wellbeing through the response

to COVID-19. Comments in the Roadmap to Recovery prepared by the Group of Eight Australian
universities are representative: schools are “uniquely placed to provide a safe and supportive space and
to help emotional and social recovery post emergencies” but “this will be reliant on sufficient resources,
training and support”.:

Two themes emerge particularly strongly from the evidence: the importance of psychosocial support in
schools and the need to keep all students engaged with learning.

Supporting students’ psychosocial needs in schools

Psychosocial support promotes children’s psychological, social and emotional wellbeing. It is delivered
through trauma-informed approaches, and promotes social and emotional learning, coping and
processing skills, post-disaster recovery and resilience.

Schools are ideal settings for supporting children’s wellbeing and recovery from distress and trauma.
They are safe and readily accessible places where children are surrounded by peers and trusted adults,
and an important source of support, stability and routine. Often, they are effectively the centre of their
communities, especially in rural and remote areas.”

Globally, during and after an emergency, school-based psychosocial support is a standard part of

supporting recovery and resilience. It is often made available to all students within schools whose
communities have experienced a community-wide traumatic event.
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COVID-19 and psychosocial support

The importance of psychosocial support in schools is a strong theme in policy recommendations
about how to address COVID-19’s impact on student learning and wellbeing. Examples include:

“Prioritise solutions to address psychosocial challenges before teaching” (UNESCO, March
2020)«

“A first priority is to ... provide psychosocial support through curriculum and pedagogy to improve
social and emotional resilience ... Access to relevant health and wellbeing services in recovery is
particularly important” (University of Melbourne, April 2020)+

“Provide ongoing social and emotional interventions as part of a wide-ranging school-based response
to young peoples’ wellbeing” (Group of Eight Universities, April 2020)«

“Increase provision of protection, mental health and psychosocial support services in schools: These
should ... promote wellbeing through the use of socioemotional learning activities” (Save the
Children, July 2020)=

“Revise the curriculum focus and prioritise learning objectives ... while ensuring good balance
between academic, socio-emotional learning, and psychological health” (OECD, August 2020)+

“In co-design with young people, identify opportunities to diversify and strengthen mental health and
psychosocial support initiatives, including through schools, to foster skills to manage young people’s
mental health and wellbeing” (UNICEF Australia, August 2020)+
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All children in Australia should have access to specialist psychosocial support to promote their social and
emotional wellbeing and resilience, regardless of where they go to school. Importantly, this should not
be limited to children who have already been identified as struggling, as such a narrow approach will not
reach all those who would benefit from support.

“Our student families and staff were impacted by the bushfires over 2019/2020 bushfire season. COVID-19
has impacted on our ability to engage with appropriate supports for students in supporting them around the
impacts of the fires and has added its own challenges. The number of students presenting with needs for
support is high and we believe that all students would benefit from support. It is very difficult for us to identify
and prioritise which students are of greatest need as they are all needing emotional support.”

Pauline Canfield, Literacy Specialist, Lucknow Primary School, Victoria, November 2020+

This is about promoting good mental wellbeing through preventive intervention rather than trying to
address mental ill-health only once problems have emerged. A broad and preventive approach offers
enormous benefits in keeping children progressing developmentally and able to focus on academic and
other learning in schools, especially during periods of significant adversity.

It is also important that specialist psychosocial support be available to both primary and secondary
students, including pre-primary students where needed. Wellbeing issues are increasingly being identified
in children’s primary years, and support for primary students’ social and emotional needs is a known
gap in Australia’s past school-based disaster responses” — a gap which threatens to be replicated in the
current response to COVID-19.
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Keeping students engaged with learning

Research shows that disengagement from learning was already widespread in Australian classrooms
before COVID-19. Even passive disengagement and low-level disruption is highly harmful in its own
right, for disengaged students themselves and for their peers.” It is also often a pathway to more serious
disengagement or dropping out altogether.

The number of students in Australia who leave school early and will never return to complete year 12 or
equivalent has been conservatively estimated at around 38,000 in each cohort of 19 year olds.® Another
estimate suggests that, as at 2019, there may have been upwards of 50,000 compulsory school-aged
children who had completely detached from education.*

Disengagement and early school leaving are strongly associated with poorer life outcomes. Lower
engagement with learning, school attendance and completion rates, and levels of education generally
are associated with less successful transitions to full time employment, lower incomes, greater reliance
on welfare, worse health outcomes, and higher rates of criminal activity.»

COVID-19 threatens to turn what was already a national crisis into an irreparable rupture for a
generation of students. The pandemic has disrupted children’s learning, weakened their connection to
schools, and significantly increased disengagement and risks of early school leaving, including students
already at risk of disengagement and some who are newly vulnerable. Many children have lost contact
with schools during the pandemic and some may never return. Sadly, this is precisely as experts
anticipated early in COVID-19’s onset.*

“Many students have a level of resilience in their personal ‘tool box’, but already disengaged and particularly
vulnerable children with complex family histories and parenting issues struggled with remote learning and then
the return to school. Some spent all day on technology and were not supported to go outside. Mum may have
received funding for WiFi to support remote learning, but the children actually spent all day and night playing
games online. Back at school the children are less tolerant relating to others and engagement in the classroom
for a full day at school is even harder. These kids want to go home and go back online. They are struggling
with social interaction. We need interventions to provide a critical incentive to come to school, and a safe space
to rebuild connection and relationships with staff and peers.”

School wellbeing leader, Tasmania, November 2020+

Engagement is the foundation for learning. To address the learning loss and wellbeing impacts caused

by COVID-19, it is critical to keep all students engaged with education and schooling. Only then can the
full benefit of initiatives that specifically target academic learning loss be realised. A student who is not
engaged with education cannot learn effectively.

Engagement strategies must include a particular focus on students who are most at risk. In developing
strategies to address disengagement, governments should draw on the substantial evidence base about
how to identify these students.

Disengagement and early school leaving are strongly associated with low socio-economic status

at both school and individual student level,* and with other sources of educational disadvantage

such as remoteness and Indigeneity.* In responding to the pandemic’s effects, general predictors of
disengagement remain relevant, including educational performance, student behaviour, demographic
factors, student attitudinal factors, and family-related factors (especially socio-economic status and
levels of family educational support). Also relevant are predictors that are specific to COVID-19 such
as the extent to which a student’s learning and family environment have been directly affected by the
pandemic.s’
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Governments should also draw on — and seek to further build and make widely available — the evidence
about what works to support students to maintain and rebuild engagement with learning. This includes
a combination of whole-school approaches, more targeted group-based programs and interventions in
the school environment, and proactive individual support and follow-ups at schools and in homes. In the
context of COVID-19, actively removing technological and other barriers to engagement with learning
is crucial. Moreover, in transitioning back to school sites after a pandemic or other disaster, supporting
student social and emotional wellbeing becomes especially important to maintaining engagement.*

Roles and responsibilities in addressing school disengagement

The State, Territory and Commonwealth governments each play crucial, and complementary, roles
in addressing disengagement from learning.

States and Territories are the managers of their school systems. They directly administer their own
government schools, establish curricula, register and regulate schools, and provide funding and
support for schools in their jurisdictions. They are also responsible for significant elements of other
service systems relevant to keeping students engaged.

The Commonwealth has an established national leadership role working with the States and
Territories on important school education policy areas,® as well as responsibility for primary
mental health care. It is also responsible for the national economy and economy-wide policy
decisions. This is significant because disengagement and early school leaving have significant
implications for Australia’s future productivity and fiscal position, especially with the impact of
COVID-19.

Taken together, this means the Commonwealth government has a clear mandate and unique
capacity to take a leadership role in addressing school disengagement at a national level, especially
in responding to COVID-19.

The Commonwealth also has a significant stake in reducing disengagement and school dropouts
as it will bear the majority of the large associated downstream costs in increased welfare reliance,
reduced income tax receipts, higher use of the public health system and other direct costs.¢
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Putting students at the centre

To successfully engender student wellbeing, maintain engagement, and support recovery from COVID-19
and other compounding stressors, students must be at the centre of all responses.

By their nature, child development and student wellbeing, engagement and post-disaster recovery span
multiple portfolios across both the Commonwealth and State and Territory governments. They cannot
be effectively addressed by individual governments, or through single-portfolio strategies. At the same
time, ‘one size fits all’ approaches that do not take into account local circumstances, capacities and
needs will not be effective.

Putting students at the centre of responses will require genuine coordination between the different levels
of government, directed at shared outcomes, and recognising the different roles and responsibilities —
and policy and funding levers — of each. It will also require joining up between the education, health,
mental health, and child welfare systems, as well as coordination with emergency and disaster response,
recovery and resilience activities.

The Commonwealth Government has indicated that, following the 2020 COAG Council Review, regular
ongoing meetings of both Education and Health Ministers will separately continue.= In parallel, a Mental
Health National Cabinet Reform Committee has been established. ¢ A National Children’s Mental
Health and Wellbeing Strategy has been under development since before the pandemic,* along with
ongoing but uncoordinated work within jurisdictions to address student wellbeing, engagement and
recovery issues.

However, there is no national mechanism to bring student wellbeing and engagement issues together
and no articulated plan of action to address these issues. These absences are especially pressing
given the short and long-term social, emotional and broader recovery needs of students. Institutional
arrangements will need to be in place at a national level to achieve such a focus. These national
arrangements should be designed to ensure strong oversight and accountability, shared outcomes
across levels of government and portfolios, and meaningful alignment with other key strategies and
frameworks.

Importantly, this joined-up work at the national level should be guided by a strong awareness of the
importance of local context to what works in supporting wellbeing, engagement and recovery. To
be effective, approaches must be local and place-based, and reflect individual school and community
priorities and needs.

What is needed is national coordination and oversight combined with arrangements to ensure support
is available everywhere that it is needed, in a way that enables individual communities and schools

to access programs and other supports that meet their students’ particular needs. Only then will the
response to COVID-19 avoid replicating and reinforcing the long-standing siloing and disconnectedness
of responses to these issues and resultant failure to adequately address them.
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Building on existing initiatives

Governments have increasingly recognised the importance of the ‘non-cognitive’ aspects of education
and the need to focus on student health, wellbeing and engagement in schools.

Significant work is underway in some States to increase the availability of mental health practitioners
and student wellbeing officers in schools,© and to enhance teachers’ mental health skills so they can
directly support students, in addition to school-based wellbeing, engagement and positive behaviour
strategies. There has also been significant investment by the Commonwealth and State governments in
child and adolescent mental health services. These are generally focused on clinical services, counselling
and early intervention where mental health problems are already emerging. In many cases, efforts have
accelerated in response to the 2019-20 bushfires and the pandemic.

These initiatives are welcome and much needed. However, even before the extraordinary events of 2020,
it was clear that significant gaps remained, with continuing under-investment in student wellbeing and
engagement relative to their importance and a lack of a coordinated focus on these crucial issues —
particularly where significant community-level stressors and trauma are present.

“Since students returned to school, we have been seeing a lot of social issues around turn taking, sharing and
negotiation, and more protectiveness and conflict in play areas. Some students are anxious that they have
fallen too far behind and won’t catch up.They have lost confidence in themselves and in their friendships. Their
stamina for engaging with learning has diminished substantially. We are also seeing some school refusal as
well”

Helen Basham, Assistant Principal, Mount Evelyn Primary School,Victoria, November 2020+

Filling these gaps has now become urgent. Students need
immediate access to specialist support through their schools,
to process their experiences, restore resilience, stay engaged,
and refocus on learning.This is a need shared by all students
to varying degrees. Crucially, it is not limited to students who
have already been identified, or who have self-identified, as
experiencing mental health difficulties. Support services in
schools need to reflect this by being made available to all
students who need it, not just those already visibly struggling.
Now more than ever, they are essential services.

In providing this support, building and upskilling school
workforces and allied health support is important. But it
will not be enough. School workforces are already heavily
overburdened, especially with transitions between remote
and face-to-face learning and other disruptions caused by
COVID-19. Relying heavily on the existing workforce risks
asking too much of an already stretched schooling system
and its staff.

With the best possible will, teachers and existing school-
based staff cannot provide the kind of specialist social and
emotional support that students need in these unprecedented
circumstances. Moreover, large workforce reforms take

time, but students need focused and specialist support now.

It is vital that governments prioritise the availability of this
support in the near term.
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Recommendations

There are three major areas where more needs to be done to support student wellbeing, engagement
and recovery in the wake of COVID-19:

1.
2.
3.

Providing access to specialist support services for all students’ social and emotional wellbeing
Developing a national strategy to keep students engaged with learning

Establishing national coordination and oversight of student wellbeing, engagement and
recovery initiatives.

Recommendation 1: Provide access to specialist support services for all
students’ social and emotional wellbeing

Governments should jointly ensure the availability of evidence-based psychosocial support
programs for students’ social and emotional wellbeing and resilience in every school, prioritising
schools with the greatest need.

Support could be phased over time to initially focus on schools with the greatest need.
However, it should be made widely available within relevant schools rather than being limited
to only those children who have already been identified as struggling.

Need would be assessed based on indicators of relevant disadvantage and risk, including
community-level socioeconomic characteristics, exposure to severe natural hazards and
disasters, regional and remote location, pre-existing incidence of serious mental ill-health,
and level of impact by COVID-19.

The initiative could initially be time limited, but with future consideration given to extending
and/or bridging into longer term recovery support. For example, it could initially apply
during the 2021 school year.

The Commonwealth and State and Territory governments could jointly fund the initiative,
with the Commonwealth contribution in each State and Territory based on population and
need.

States would have flexibility in how this was delivered provided that the requirements to
use evidence-based programs in schools were met. They could use unspent funds on other
related purposes as agreed with the Commonwealth government.
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Recommendation 2: Develop a national strategy to keep students
engaged with learning

Governments should jointly develop a national strategy on disengagement which
is aligned with individual jurisdictions’ plans and activities. The strategy should
include:

o Developing improved nationally consistent data collection to more
effectively measure student wellbeing and engagement outcomes during
school-age years

» Regularly reporting on student wellbeing and engagement in a form that
can be disaggregated to school level and analysed against student learning
and attendance data, integrated with the existing My School website — this
could be described as a ‘NAPLAN for wellbeing’

o Developing a national evidence base to help schools across Australia
identify ‘what works’ to support disengaged young people, potentially
through the National Evidence Institute

« Ensuring that high quality evidence-based programs with demonstrated
impact in re-engaging students or keeping at-risk students engaged are
available to all schools across Australia, including mechanisms to support
proven programs to scale nationally

« Time-bound action plans with clear roles, responsibilities and actions for
each jurisdiction.

Recommendation 3: Establish national coordination and oversight
of student wellbeing, engagement and recovery initiatives

A national working group on student wellbeing, engagement and school-based
recovery should be established to develop, coordinate and oversee all initiatives
relating to these matters.

« The working group should comprise senior officials from all jurisdictions
and report jointly to Commonwealth and State and Territory Health and
Education Ministers.

» Officials and Ministers with responsibility for disaster recovery and
resilience should be involved as needed.

The working group’s activities should be aligned and integrated with
the National Children’s Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy and its
implementation.

The working group’s work should be guided by an awareness of the
importance of local and place-based approaches to student wellbeing,
engagement and recovery.

The working group’s remit should include, among others, the initiatives
described in Recommendations 1 and 2 of this policy brief: access to [
support services for all students’ social and emotional wellbeing, and a
national strategy to keep students engaged with learning.
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About Save the Children

Save the Children is Australia’s leading child rights organisation. Guided by the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child, and with a primary focus on children’s best interests and outcomes, Save the
Children advocates for policy reform and systemic change to advance children’s rights in Australia and
directly delivers services to over 30,000 children in around 200 communities each year.

The recommendations in this brief are based on policy analysis, research, and insights and evidence
drawn from Save the Children’s services, partnerships and programs which directly support children and
families in many of Australia’s most disadvantaged communities.

Images in this policy brief are of participants in Save the Children’s school-based wellbeing and
engagement programs, and quotations from school leaders have been provided by staff at schools where
Save the Children’s programs are being delivered.

For further information about this policy brief, please contact Howard Choo, Australian Social Policy
and Advocacy Adviser, Save the Children at howard.choo@savethechildren.org.au.
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