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Report Summary

This report is submitted in the fulfilment of the requirement for the conduct research in the
Hands-on-Learning Program in Frankston High School, Melbourne, Victoria. The research
project was undertaken as a part of an Australian Research Council Linkage Project at the
Melbourne Graduate School of Education, the University of Melbourne. Prior to the conduct
of the research, the necessary approvals were received from the Human Ethics Advisory Group
(HEAG) at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education (HREC: 1442151) and the Department
of Education and Early Childhood Development (2014 _002419). The purpose of this research
project was to identify the teaching practices that could create enabling spaces where the
students developed a sense of belonging and participation. The fieldwork phase of this
research, which lasted for a period of eight months, took place in the Hands-on-Learning
Program located on senior campus of Frankston High School. The fieldwork involved weekly
visits to the Hands-on-Learning Program by the researcher and participation in the daily
activities of the program. Through participant observation, focus group discussion and semi-
structured interviews with the students attending the program, this research project aimed to
incorporate the views of the students regarding the factors that contributed to their positive
engagement in the program. The teachers working in the Hands-on-Learning Program and the
principal of Frankston High School were also consulted with in order to add depth to the data
collected during the fieldwork phase of the research. Overall, the findings highlighted a set of
factors that contributed to the creation of enabling spaces of belonging for the students. These
factors related to inclusive teaching practices and relationships that recognized the
complexities of the students’ backgrounds and their home environments, social relationships
that catered for the particular needs of the students, practices that addressed the different
needs of the students in a positive and non-stigmatizing manner, teaching approaches that
took into account the voices of the students, and strategies that addressed the ‘behavioural
problems’ of the students through non-punitive ways. A combination of these factors
contributed to the creation of enabling spaces of belonging for the students in the Hands-on-
Learning program. These factors also had significant impact on fostering cooperative attitudes
and behaviours among those students who often experienced conflict and disengagement in
normal classrooms. The role of the school in the success of Hands-on-Learning was also

significant as it provided the pre-requisite financial and staff support to the program.
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Research Aims and Context

The purpose of this research project was to identify the teaching practices and social
relationships that could create enabling spaces where the students develop a sense of
belonging and have more active engagement in education. The importance of addressing these
issues lies in the significant role that school engagement plays in the educational success and
future pathways of young people. This is particularly important for the students who deal with
complex, and often inter-related, forms of social and economic disadvantage because of issues

such as poverty, complex home environments and disability.

A recent report by the Grattan Institute (2017) titled ‘Engaging Students: Creating Classrooms
that Improve Learning’ shows that student disengagement in Australia is more widespread
than was previously acknowledged. According to this report, as many as 40 percent of
Australian students are unproductive in a given year. The problem of student disengagement
does not necessarily lead to aggressive or anti-social behaviours. More prevalent and stressful
for teachers, especially less experienced teachers, are minor classroom disruptions such as
students talking back. The Grattan Institute report also shows that almost one in four students

are compliant, but they remain quietly disengaged from education.

School disengagement can manifest itself in different ways; it can be in form of disruptive
conduct and confrontation, passivity, withdrawal, disinterest and lack of initiative (Schulz &
Rubel, 2011). Depending their personalities and the particular circumstances they experience,
students can resort to different strategies to deal with their sense of frustration and
disconnect. What is important to note is that regardless of the young people’s reactions and
responses, disengagement of some students places extra pressure on the teachers and the
school staff who are already under significant constraints in terms of time and resources to

produce the best possible outcome for all students.

Addressing disengagement at a school level requires a thorough analysis and understanding of
the factors that contribute to it. School disengagement is a complex and multi-layered process.
Research shows that various factors both in the students’ backgrounds and within the social
setting of schools often coalesce to create exclusion and disengagement for some students
(Stokes & Turnbull, 2009). Identifying these factors requires a more holistic analysis that takes

into account not only the behaviors and dispositions of those students who are considered as
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‘disengaged’, but also the wider context of their school, community and family which may

contribute to their disengagement from education.

There is now growing research evidence that shows the importance of student-related factors
in school disengagement. These factors are often rooted in the particular needs, circumstances
and social backgrounds of young people. The students who deal with more complex home
environments, face poverty and material disadvantage or suffer from various degrees and
forms of disability are more likely to disengage from the mainstream school. These students
are also more prone to early drop-out and non-competition which can adversely affect their

future career pathways and life prospects.

School-related factors also play a crucial part in student disengagement. What is taught in
classrooms, how it is taught and assessed are particularly important in creating engaging
learning environments. Teaching practices that focus solely on performance and academic
achievement may add an additional stressor to the already stressful circumstances with which
some students deal with outside the school. School and classroom structures that are strict
and hierarchical may have little resonance with the home environments of some students

which, in turn, can lead to confrontation and conflict with teachers and school staff.

The quality of school relationships - between teachers and students, school staff and students
and among students themselves - is also significant for student engagement. The importance
of relational contexts for re-engaging students has been highlighted in a number of recent
studies (e.g. Black, Walsh, & Taylor, 2011; Callingham, 2013; McGregor, Mills, te Riele, & Hayes,
2015; O'Donovan, Berman, & Wierenga, 2015). Such contexts not only allow for the
development of caring relationships between young people and adults, but also provide an

opportunity for positive encounters among young people themselves.

This research project examined disengagement among a group of students who were referred
to the Hands-on-Learning Program in Frankston High School. To address the complexities of
disengagement without reducing it to single cause or factor, this research used extensive
fieldwork to identify the cross-section of factors that contributed to the ‘disengagement’ of a
group of students from the mainstream school. As the next section explains, a participatory
research design was used to gather qualitative data from the students, the school principal and

the teachers working with them in the Hands-on-Learning Program.
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Research Design and Methodology

This project used a participatory research design to examine the actual experiences of the
students from their own perspective. The research design relied on the use of multiple-
methods including participant observation, focus group discussion and semi-structured
interviews. The simultaneous and complementary use of these methods allowed the
researcher to embed himself in the context of the Hands-on-Learning Program and gather the
observation data that reflected the experiences of the students. Rather than following a linear
approach, the methodology relied on an iterative process in which data were collected and
cross-validated through different methods. Figure 1 summarizes the process of data

generation and analysis that underpinned the research design in this study.

Figure 1: Iterative process of data generation and analysis used in this research
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As Figure 1 shows, the starting point for this research was participation in the everyday
practices of the Hands-on-Learning Program. Participant observation allowed the researcher
to identify a number of tentative themes regarding the experiences of the students in the
program and the school. These themes were then complemented with the data that were
gathered from focus group discussion and semi-structured interviews with the students, the
Hands-on-Learning Teachers and the school principal. The results of these analyses, then,
became the basis for further participant observation. This process ultimately gave way to a

number of themes which constitute the key findings of this research.

The participant observation phase of this research project lasted from July 2014 to February
2015. During this period, the researcher visited the Hands-on-Learning Program on a weekly
basis and worked with two cohorts of students who attended the program on different days.
During each visit, the researcher spent the day in the program working alongside the students
and their teachers. Overall, the researcher spent 140 hours (a total of 20 visits each lasting for
7 hours) as a participant observer talking to the students and their teachers about their
disengagement. The principal of Frankston High School was also consulted regarding the

circumstances that surrounded the students’ school disengagement.

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT REPORT | Melbourne Graduate School of Education



Student Engagement: Factors in Success

As Figure 2 illustrates, five key factors contributed to the creation of enabling spaces of
belonging for the students in the Hands-on-Learning Program. These factors relate to inclusive
teaching and learning practices that recognized the complexities of the students’ home
environments, social relationships that catered for the particular needs of the students,
practices that addressed the differences of the students in a positive and non-stigmatizing
manner, teaching approaches that took into account the voices of the students, and strategies
that addressed the ‘behavioural problems’ of the students in non-punitive ways. The
constellation of these factors had a significant impact on the students’ sense of belonging to

the space of the program and increased their participation in its practices.

Figure 2: Enabling Spaces of Belonging in the Hands-on-Learning Program
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Inclusive Practices

A sense of inclusion is central to student engagement and participation. Inclusion, however, is
not just about being physically present; it involves wider issues of being taken into account and
listened to in what transpires in the practices and social relationships of schools and
classrooms. A lot of students who attended the Hands-on-Learning Program in Frankston High
School complained about ‘a paradox of visibility and invisibility’ that they faced in the school.
That is, while these students felt they were highly visible, often because of the reputation that
they had acquired due to their ‘behavioural problems’ and ‘non-compliant attitudes’, they felt

invisible when they needed help and support with their education.

With the limited time and resources that teachers had at their disposal in normal classrooms,
providing one-on-one support to these students while catering for ‘the average’ students
proved to be a major challenge. In contrast, the small number of students in the Hands-on-
Learning Program gave the teachers the much-needed time and space to attend to the
particular needs of each student. This was critical because it allowed the recognition of the
students’ needs, their backgrounds, interests and strengths. The practices of the Hands-on-
Learning Program also followed a strength-based approach that focused on the students’

capabilities, rather than weaknesses, in order to engage them.

Relational Approaches

Research shows that positive relationships with adults and peers in schools can influence a
range of mental, socio-emotional, educational and behavioural outcomes in young people (e.g.
Lawner, Beltz, & Moore, 2013; McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015; Mills, McGregor, Baroutsis, te
Riele, & Hayes, 2016; Noble & McGrath, 2012). Positive relationships can affect the willingness
of students for greater engagement in education. Such relationships encourage young people
to take part in the activities of their schools and classrooms, have a say in the matters that
relate to their education and experience active participation. Positive relationships are also

crucial in reducing exhausting student-teacher conflicts in classrooms.

The students described their relationships with the Hands-on-Learning teachers as ‘positive’
and ‘caring’. They also talked about a significant reduction in hostile attitudes and harassing

behaviors among peers. This was, in part, due to the small size of the students attending the
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program which allowed for deeper relationships to evolve. Another significant contributor to
positive relationships was the teaching practices that were tailored to the needs of the
students. While teachers in the school focused primarily on the students’” academic outcomes
as their main duty of care, the Hands-on-Learning teachers prioritized those needs that were
difficult to cater for in normal classrooms. This was made possible by spending time with each

student, having lunch with them and enquiring about their life outside the school.

Positive Recognition of Difference

Adequate recognition and treatment of student differences is a difficult task (Vincent, 2016).
Another reason behind the success of the Hands-on-Learning Program in engaging the
students who were considered as ‘disengaged’ was how it treated the differences among the
students. The program recognized the particular needs and circumstances that distinguished
the students who faced poverty, complex home environments or had special educational
needs from the so-called ‘average’ students in the school. These differences were then catered
for through teaching practices and relationship that were personalized and addressed the

individual needs of each student in a relational context.

The recognition and treatment of differences was also done in a positive and non-stigmatizing
way. This helped counter the deficit mentalities that existed about the students as ‘failing
student’ or ‘problem student’. Rather than ignoring the issues that the Hands-on-Learning
students faced, the program acknowledged and addressed their differences though a strength-
based approach. The program’s ‘Focus Plans’ demonstrated careful considerations of the
capabilities of each student as well as the areas that needed further improvement. By
emphasizing the success of the students in completing tasks, the Hands-on-Learning Program

added to the positive self-image of the students and their sense of self-esteem.

Student Voice

Voice has a meaning more than expressing an opinion; it incorporates issues of inclusion,
representation and participation. To have voice means to be present, have the chance to
express an opinion, be listened to, take part and exercise agency in practices that bear upon
one’s life. Classroom research shows that those students who feel that they have a voice are

more likely to participate constructively as members in the activities of their schools and
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classrooms. These students are also less likely to disengage and tune-out, or resort to more

active forms of defiance such as disruptions, conflict and confrontation.

The Hands-on-Learning Program offered the students an inclusionary space by allowing them
to articulate their points of view and by listening to their voices. Many of the students who
attended the program talked about how their reputation as ‘bad kids’ or ‘bad students’ became
an impediment to their participation and engagement in normal classrooms. This, however,
was not the case in Hands-on-Learning. In line with its strength-based approach, the program
focused on the students’ capacities and incorporated their views in the planning and
implementation of its activities. This gave the students a sense of agency which, in turn,

contributed to their more active and constructive participation.

Non-Punitive Strategies

Some of the students who attended the Hands-on-Learning Program had received numerous
short-term disciplinary suspensions from the school because of issues such as unaccounted
absences, behavioural problems and/or breaking the school/classroom rules. While the
students often acknowledged the role that they played in receiving such suspensions, they saw
the disciplinary measures as oblivious to their concerns and explanations. Relying on
disciplinary measures as a main solution to bringing about positive change only exacerbated
the sense of disconnect from the mainstream school among some students leading to a vicious

cycle of conflict, confrontation and further disengagement.

In the absence of the stressors such as high-stake tests and strict classroom discipline, the
Hands-on-Learning Program had fewer instances of disruption and poor behaviour to deal
with. A combination of inclusive practices that took into account the students’ views, more
personal relationships and the recognition of the students’ needs created more cooperative
attitudes and behaviors among the students. Communal morning tea and lunch breaks were
also critical for cementing deeper student-teacher and student-student relationships. Instead
of resorting punitive measures, the Hands-on-Learning teachers placed greater emphasis on

understanding the underlying causes of disengagement and behavioural misconduct.
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Report Conclusion

Overall, this research pointed to the positive impacts of the Hands-on-Learning Program on a
range of outcomes for the students. Among these positive outcomes are more active student
participation, better student-teacher and student-student relationships and improved student
confidence and self-esteem. As the report outlined, these positive outcomes owe to a set of
interrelated factors that together created enabling spaces of belonging for the students. These
factors related to inclusive teaching practices that recognized the complexities of the students’
backgrounds and home environments, social relationships that catered for the particular needs
of the students, practices that addressed the differences of the students in a positive and non-
stigmatizing manner, teaching approaches that took into account the voices of the students,
and strategies that addressed the ‘behavioural problems’ of the students through non-punitive
ways. As the students attending the Hands-on-Learning Program explained (see the Appendix
for case studies that illustrate the impacts of the program), the constellation of these factors

led to greater participation in the activities of the program.

What is also worth noting about the success of the Hands-on-Learning Program is the
importance of the support that the program received from Frankston High School. In addition
to the school’s financial contributions to the program, the embeddedness of Hands-on-
Learning within the school was a key factor in its success. This allowed the students to attend
the program while still being present in the school. Close collaboration between the Hands-on-
Learning teachers, the wellbeing coordinators and the other teachers and staff in the school
also contributed an integrative school-based approach that provided the much-needed
support for the students who could not receive such a support in normal classrooms. Adding
to this is the commitment of the Hands-on-Learning teachers to the wellbeing of the students
which highlighted the important role that careful staffing of the program plays in its success.
The significance of staffing has been shown in other studies of the Hands-on-Learning Program
which have shown the importance careful staff selection, informed student selection,
continuous support within the school and connections to the wider community as key criteria

in the success of the program (for example see Turnbull, 2013).
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Appendix: Case Studies Illustrating the Impact of the Hands-on-
Learning Program

The Hands-on-Learning Program produced significant positive outcomes for the students. As
this report outlined, the success of the program was due to a combination of factors that
created enabling spaces where the students developed a strong sense of belonging. As a result,
many students who were considered as ‘disengaged’ in their normal classrooms actively
participated in the program. Below are accounts from some of the students that help illustrate
the different ways in which the program contributed to positive engagement among the

students. Pseudonyms are used to protect the students” anonymity.

Relational Approaches

Sharon is described as ‘a socially isolated’” student with low self-confidence. She has been
victim of bullying in the school. It was hoped that Hands-on-Learning can give Sharon ‘a safe
place’ where she could develop her social networks. Sharon was in the Hands-on-Learning
Program for six months and, in the meantime, she developed good relationships with other
students. When asked about her peer relationships in the school compared to the Hands-on-

Learning Program, Sharon talked a change in the attitudes of the students:

Sharon: A lot of kids don’t like me in my classroom. | think I've got like four people... and
the majority of the class don’t exactly like me so they’re kind of like, not turn against me,
but like oppose me. So like | got picked on by a couple of kids today walking, and yeah, it
didn’t make me feel like, yeah it didn’t make me feel that good. But with Hands-on-

Learning, you're like included, it’s like nice...
Babak: I'm wondering why it’s like that?

Sharon: | reckon it’s just mutual respect. Like, if you've got something that is not exactly
right in your life or you’re just like wanna try and go into things like that, you have like a
mutual respect with everyone... in Hands-on-Learning, but with school it’s just no... You

wanna be more popular, that’s what you wanna go for!
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It is a similar story for Alex who had several issues in the school, especially non-attendance and
behaviour-related. Alex had a history of ‘anti-social behaviours’” and was identified as ‘a
retention risk” with poor academic performance. Alex was referred to the Hands-on-Learning
Program to keep him in the school and within reach. Alex also highlighted the importance of
positive relationships and how the Hands-on-Learning Program provided him with such

relationships despite his negative school reputation:

Alex: In school, | have a different reputation to what | have in here [the Hands-on-
Learning Program]. But in here, | get along with pretty much everyone, you know. I've
got pretty much good friends, associate with everyone in this group. [...] Hands-on-
Learning is pretty cool. | get nicer manners just everyone else gets. Respect is a big thing
for me! If you want respect, show me enough respect. | know you’re a teacher, but you

show me some amount of respect as I’'m doing for you.

Positive Recognition of Difference

Another important feature of the Hands-on-Learning Program that resonated with many
students was its teaching practices which took into account the particular needs and conditions
of the students. This is evident in the case of James. James was diagnosed with Asperger
Syndrome and was bullied in the school by other students. James was referred to the Hands-
on-Learning Program because he failed to meet his learning potentials. James had no friends
and saw the Hands-on-Learning Program as the best day of his week. James explained that he

did not often feel understood by his teachers in the school because of his condition:

James: | feel... | don’t feel understood by them [teachers in the school]. | feel like they
acknowledge that there is something in here [pointing to his head] that’s going wrong,
yeah! [...] | have a lot of like mental conditions and | don’t understand a lot of things a
normal person does. | don’t get jokes. | don’t get sarcasm; | don’t get social interactions.
So if someone says like a joke to me, | don’t get it. | can find it extremely offensive or
something. | just don’t get it. | think they need like to understand that each student is
different and each student has needs that are different from others, and not each student

is a child, each child is the same, each child is blah blah blah...
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Mark is another student who talked about teaching practices that could recognize and respond
to his needs. Mark’s school performance was not on par with his family expectations. Mark
also had numerous ‘behaviour problems’ in his school and classrooms. That is why Mark was
referred to the Hands-on-Learning Program. For Mark, practices that acknowledged his needs

and circumstances were important for his greater participation:

Mark: Some of the teachers are really down to earth and like understand the situation
you’rein. [...] Like my English teacher, | respectfully listen to her word, and like do all the
stuff she wants me to do because she understands the situation | am in. Like, she’d give
me exceptions to work, if I’'m like having trouble or something. She knows when a kid
needs more time or there is legitimate excuse he didn’t do the work. | will follow what

she says and what she wants me to do because | respect her fully.

Another student who talked about positive recognition of differences was Paul. Paul had failed
to meet his ‘learning potentials’. Paul was a fairly well-behaved student with good inter-
personal and intra-personal skills. Paul also showed good self-management skills and proved
capable of setting goals and moving towards them. Paul was referred to the Hands-on-Learning
Program because he was good at working with his hands. It was hoped that Hands-on-Learning
could help Paul develop some of his learning capacities which were not realized in normal
classrooms. Paul explained that the Hands-on-Learning Program offered him the much-needed

positive recognition by focusing on his strengths and capabilities:

Paul: | feel really good here because Roger, he thinks | am a really good worker in here,
and he always picks me to do all the hard jobs because he knows | can just do them. That
makes me feel good about myself because he trusts me. In here, they trust me. Out there

[in the school], they don’t really trust me as much.

Babak: What makes you feel that way?

Paul: I've noticed over a couple of weeks that I've been in Hands-on-Learning, I've
noticed that they focus on everyone; they are focusing on what everyone’s doing. If you
are finding something hard, they will help you. But in school because they know that |

am not very good at work, they don’t help me that much. They are helping the people
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that are good at work, so they can get their work done. And they don’t take notice of...
because | mainly, all | want to do, I’'m not getting noticed; | just want to be noticed. When
| don’t do my work, they notice, but they don’t care. They don’t tell me, “Hey Paul, you

didn’t do any work. Nothing bad is going to happen!”

Student Voice and Inclusion

Another important factor in the success of the Hands-on-Learning Program related to the
practices that were inclusionary and accommodated for the voices of the students. As Mark
explains below, the relatively rigid structure of normal classrooms often did not allow the

flexibility that some students needed in order to stay connected and engaged:

Mark: Everything [in classrooms] is pre-set, like what you are meant to do. You don’t get
any say in what you do, like it’s pretty much you do this! If you don’t, you’re not doing
any other thing! [...] It would be nice if they [the teachers] like took in what the kids would
say. The only place that | could like say that the kids are like considered is, like, the role
model roles, captains, school captains and all of that. That’s only like two to three people;

it’s not everyone’s opinions!

The need for more inclusionary practices was also highlighted by James who complained about
lacking voice in the school. Despite his numerous attempts in the past to join the Student
Representative Council, James explained that his ‘unpopularity’ and ‘serious competition from

other boys’ left him without any leadership role in his school and classrooms:

James: | don’t have people to talk to about things, normally. The only place where | can
get things off my mind at school is the once every two weeks like an appointment
sometimes, and sometimes it’s once in every three weeks. That’s the only time | ever get
to say anything, and even then only little change is made, very little! So | don’t really
have, | don’t feel like I’'m making any difference in the school, | don’t have a say. [...] |
applied for SRC, the student leadership program; | was not accepted. | was one bit away
from being accepted, but | was not gotten. So people who are on SRC do have a say in
how the school can function and | wanted to be part of that group... just help school
function for people who are like me have trouble in schools... who have trouble and all

these things. But | was not allowed in!
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