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Summary

This is the final report for phase two of SMAG-Deakin research project exploring the nature
of community development and parent engagement programmes across a cluster of three
Catholic primary schools in Southeast Melbourne – St Mary’s Catholic Primary School
(Dandenong), St Gerard’s Catholic Primary School (Dandenong North), and St Anthony’s
Catholic Primary School (Noble Park). Henceforth, these shall be referred to collectively as
SMAG.
The findings of this report reinforce the pilot project’s tentative conclusions that schools are
an ideal locale to partner in community development (CD) approaches for school families
and the broader community. According to the socio-ecological model of childhood
development, learning outcomes improve when the various areas of children’s lives are
connected and functioning well – from microsystem, the home and family – all the way to
macro system (the society they are situated in). CD approaches to education aim to improve
children’s learning outcomes through removing ‘unfreedoms’ that prevent families from
attaining their aspirations, thereby strengthening a positive environment that promotes
childhood learning.
This report outlines parents and children’s perception of how the SMAG CD team support
families and children to achieve their aspirations. It also provides insight into what barriers
are experienced by families in reaching these goals. Final recommendations include
continuing and escalating SMAG’s CD work to support families to build social connection,
alleviate day-to-day challenges, and ultimately continue to improve children’s learning
outcomes as a result.
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This final report includes background information which provides an overview of the research
to date. This is followed by specific findings of phase two in relation to the research
questions, a discussion section and final recommendations. However, this report should
be read in conjunction with the pilot report, written by Ware and Rouse (2017).

Background
Aims
To further explore the nature of community development and family engagement
programmes taking place within and across each of the 3 SMAG schools, in order to
complement the findings from the pilot project, conducted in 2016-17.
To achieve this, we aim to explored:
•
•
•
•

The relationship children and parents have developed with their school
How this has enabled them to build stronger community links (both to the school and
beyond)
What their aspirations are for themselves and their families, and how the CD
approach of the schools does/not contribute to this.
Whether, and if so how, parent engagement has contributed to improving children’s
engagement with school and learning outcomes.

Rationale
In 2016, we collected data from school staff (teachers, leadership and CD team). This gave
us a solid grasp of what programmes (both CD- and education-focused) are occurring in the
school, and the impacts school staff are observing in families and children as a result. While
this is a robust study in itself, to fully understand the impacts of the SMAG CD/parent
engagement initiatives, it was important to also give equal voice to the two other key groups
the staff discussed: children and their parents/guardians.
These two groups – particularly students – are often sidelined when conducting research on
the impacts of various school activities. However, given the focus of the CD activities
analysed in this project was families as well as children, we felt it was important to obtain
their perspectives on what is happening in the schools and how it impacts them. It also
allowed us an opportunity to ‘triangulate’ the findings from the pilot project – i.e. to check and
confirm the perspectives provided by staff in the pilot stage of the research.
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1. What are the impacts of community development initiatives working with parents, on
both those parents and the learning outcomes for their children?
a. In what ways are children/parents connecting in with the school community?
b. What impact have CD/engagement initiatives had on their ability to connect?
(i.e. What changes do parents/families and children report? To what extent do
these appear attributable to the CD initiatives?)
c. What changes have been observed in children’s learning outcomes? (i.e. new
capabilities)
2. How have community development mechanisms built the capabilities of
disadvantaged families and communities to achieve their aspirations for their
children?
a. What aspirations do children and their parents have? (i.e. What aspirations do
children have for themselves? What aspirations do parents have for
themselves and for their children?)
b. Have CD/parent engagement initiatives helped families to achieve their
aspirations for themselves and their children? In what ways?
3. Does there appear to be a correlation between the aspirations of parents, students
and education professionals, and how these influence learning outcomes?
a. How do parents/families and children perceive ‘good outcomes’ for children?
b. To what extent do these perceptions influence motivation to learn, and/or
learning outcomes? What are the implications of this for future initiatives
in/across these 3 schools?
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Research questions

Methodology

Data was collected through group interviews and participatory activities with students and
parents across all three schools. These participatory research activities were utilised:
1. A series of activities conducted with a group of children in each school:
o
o
o

Matrix and poem exercises: How students feel about themselves as
learners and the school as a community
Drawing exercise and discussion: How they feel when parents get
involved in their schooling, and how that helps them connect with the
school.
Rainbow leading to pot of gold: What aspirations they have, and how the
school helps them overcome barriers to achieve these.

2. A series of activities conducted with a group of parents in each school:
o
o
o

Pathways to a pot of gold: What aspirations they have for themselves, the
barriers to prevent them reaching these, and how the schools help
remove these barriers.
Rainbow leading to star: What aspirations they have for children (star)
and how the schools help them support their children to achieve these
(rainbow).
Three islands and bridge connecting them: What divides and connects
families from school and the wider community.

Additionally, a representative sample of written assignments were also provided, on the
theme ‘What makes my school a great place to learn’. These tasks were completed by every
student across every grade in each of the three schools, initially a moderation exercise.
However, the schools also worked with the research team to design a task that could also be
utilised for the current research. Samples from two schools were received and analysed.
All transcripts and written submissions were analysed using the above research questions
and theory of change proposed in the literature review of the pilot project final report (Ware
and Rouse 2017).
Ethics clearance was obtained from Deakin University for the second stage project (HAE-18127, July 2018); and for the pilot project from Deakin University (HAE-16-035, April 2016)
and Catholic Education Melbourne (project #2198, May 2016).
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The results presented below, have been de-identified to ensure anonymity of respondents. A
‘P’ after a quote indicates this was a comment made by a parent/guardian, whereas an ‘S’
after a quote indicates this has come from a student participant.

Findings

This section provides an overview of the findings according to each research question and
sub question (outlined in the ‘Background’ section).

1. What Are The Impacts Of Community Development Initiatives
Working With Parents, On Both Those Parents And The Learning
Outcomes For Their Children?
In what ways are children/parents connecting in with the school community?
The findings of phase two demonstrate that CD activities have indeed contributed to positive
outcomes for parents and children. Parents identified several points of connection with the
school: social activities such as playgroups, market nights, ‘give me 5’ night. Free after
school sports and breakfast club were noted as significant events that create safe spaces for
families to connect with SMAG schools:
“the school often holds breakfasts mornings for families, um, so that I find is
really… really encouraging the kids to get up early.. and it gives us as well a
chance to talk to the teachers, to talk to the other parents” (P)
“[Market night] got the parents involved and the kids get involved and they go out
and it’s for everyone, it’s not just for the school, it’s for the wider community” (P)
Fig 1, below, highlights some ways in which various groups in one school help these
students to feel a strong sense of belonging:
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Fig 1 – Ways students feel connected to their school

Parents’ sense of connection to the school is facilitated by the culture of each school in the
SMAG cluster. Each one promotes respect for all cultural backgrounds through a range of
approaches, e.g.
•
•
•
•

“prayers in different languages” and incorporating “the culture in to teaching” (P)
accessibility of staff through “story time with the principle” (P) and open text
communication with teachers
three way communication through the Dojo app
the schools’ open willingness to support families through flexible fee support.

Parent’s also reported across the groups that the links between school and parish were
important connection points for some families.
“I have teacher’s mobile numbers, you have their email addresses, you – you
know. I’ve had a teacher come to my house and drop off stuff and – and stay and
talk for, like, an hour and a half” (P)

What impact have CD/engagement initiatives had on their ability to connect?
Various activities have enabled families (parents and children) to connect with the broader
community through the SMAG CD initiatives. For example, student participation in the
children’s choir and visits to nursing homes “brings joy to the elderly”:
“…my daughter’s been in the choir for the last couple of years, they go out to a
local, um, uh, aged home and they do some carol singing” (P)
Similarly, parents have been able to meet people from similar cultural backgrounds through
the school community:
“Sudanese community gather each day after school” (P)

What changes have been observed in children’s learning outcomes?
Parents have identified several outcomes for their children through connection with the
school. It is unclear if this is a direct result of CD initiatives, but parental feedback
overwhelmingly speaks to the positive nature that the school’s culture and community
approach towards working with school families:
“…by the guidance of the teachers the children are much stronger people, you
know, they [say] “Okay, I can do it. I will do it. I’ll try” you know?” (P)
Parents’ noted that children are excited to go to school, are increasing in confidence
(possibly in both learning and social interaction), as well as taking on additional responsibility
and showing empathy and care for others in their community. They are “motivated to do
good things and behave” (P). Parents have noted that children are “stronger”, “independent,
organised” and developed positive friendships (P):
“I observe with [name withheld]’s behaviour when she’s in school she’s more…
[she has] the courage - … because the school brought her some more courage to
build what she had talent on herself… and she’s not shy anymore because she
go with the fears with the other students” (P)
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Figure 3, below, highlights some of the outcomes one group of parents reported.
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“…everything we can see gradually every class is …improvement like a
steppingstone” (P)

2. How Have Community Development Mechanisms Built The
Capabilities Of Disadvantaged Families And Communities To
Achieve Their Aspirations For Their Children?
What aspirations do children and their parents have?
Children’s Aspirations
SMAG children have high aspirations for their lives with a wide range of career paths they
wish to pursue: from professional sportspeople such as basketball and soccer; professional
artists such as dance, gymnastics, visual arts and fashion; through to medical professionals
(doctor, surgeon), architects, scientists (medical research to cure cancer and marine biology)
engineers; and finally tradespeople. As discussed in the literature review for the pilot project
report, having high aspirations is a great indication of wellbeing.
“…a famous painter because I only started painting because I was very inspired
by Vincent van Gogh” (S)
“…as long as I can be like a doctor where I can cure cancer…I'm going to be the
first one to cure it and make science and research and stuff” (S)
“I wanna be a marine biologist or I can be a mayor” (S)
“A game developer and a gamer. I like playing games” (S)
“I wanna be a soccer player” (S)
“I wanna be, uh, a trainee or a carpenter” (S)
Perceived Barriers for Reaching Children’s aspirations
The barriers that children perceive to be in their way relate primarily to people and emotions/
mental health. Across all schools, anxiety, stress and depression were noted as being a
barrier for them to achieve their own aspirations. Also, a common response to this question
was that they perceived people to be a barrier to their own success. “People” includes bullies
– found in school and cyber-bullying, and bad influences on platforms such as YouTube.
Significantly, parents were mentioned across all schools as being a potential barrier to
children’s ability to pursue their goals. When parents do not value their aspirations, or do not
understand their learning activity and thus do not support it, children perceive this as a
barrier to their own success. Whilst bullies were mentioned as barriers across the board, it
was abundantly clear through written exercises that many children do not feel there are
bullies in the SMAG school community.
“…we don’t look at people’s religion, their skin colour, their culture, language they
speak, how they act, what they wear, and what they have done in their past.
Students are funny and lovely. We don’t have bullies” (S)
In addition to these, personal decisions and wellbeing were considered potential barriers for
children. Bad decisions varied from not working hard enough, to ending up in prison.
Additionally, their own health and wellbeing was noted as a potential barrier.
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Many parents noted their aspirations for themselves for fulfilling careers, or careers in fields
which they used to work in their home country, such as: nursing, social work, and early
childhood education. Parents also aspire for peace, cultural inclusion, happiness, and the
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Parental aspirations for themselves & avenues for achieving them

ability to purchase a house. Many of the avenues for achieving these aspirations lay in the
capacity to undertake further study or training, gaining more experience and seeing their
children thrive.
“I was thinking about the question you just asked, actually, apart from, you know,
children and everything else, what do you want from life? I think that's a-- that's a
difficult questions sometimes, you know, we're so used to being the mum, the
wife and everything else, it's difficult to look at us as just individuals.” (P)
“Yeah, yeah, I prefer to work like in elementary education or something like this, I
already did it in my country but here I need to get more—“(P)
“So, just that, that's all really my life goals are, just to make sure my kids are
happy to do whatever they want in life and just be tolerant of others.”
“When I came to Australia…I used to work back home…and coming in, you
know, having a different qualification and you can imagine that frustration that
you're trying to apply for a job and …that you get is always negative. So, my goal,
my first goal is for me to get a job… but if I don’t get a job then I need to go back
to school.”
“a happy family and that makes a happy life, I reckon, so, that's-- and I have-- I
have that, I strive for that every day.” (P)
“Oh, I always wanted to be J-Lo's backup dancer.” (P)
“I'm studying [unintelligible] and I would like to [unintelligible] studies, which I can support
with my children. Well, two kids, uh, four and eight, um, so, [unintelligible], uh, it’s very hard
at this stage with casual work and balancing school and picking the kids, it's just hard.” (P)

Barriers to parents reaching aspirations
It is clear that there are complex barriers that affect the parents in the three SMAG school
communities from achieving their own personal aspirations. Parents perceived many barriers
to their own ability to achieve their personal aspirations. These include, but not limited to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

lack of understanding Australian systems and processes
lack of affordable childcare
temporary visas which restrict adults from applying for jobs, further education and
affordable housing
putting the children’s aspirations ahead of their own
different culturally acceptable behaviour in Australia
skin colour / racism
lack of opportunities to gain experience
health issues

Here are some of their comments about barriers to fulfilling their personal aspirations:
“…it’s hard to look after kids and at the same time do your job full-time or
sometimes you don’t have time. So, that sort of childcare is quite expensive” (P)
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“…the first thing they ask, ‘do you have experience,’ and you just finished the
course, how do you get experience?” (P)

“…even some other short courses I have been checking, they always told me –
‘no, you’re not a permanent resident’ uh, but I’m a mother and I also have kids to
raise” (P)
“I think to look after your, like, kids and like, uh, the main thing is their goals, like,
what they want, what they looking for, you don’t want, like, some- your goal, like
be you know, closed for their goals, so, you prefer, like, they come first with
everything” (P)

Parent aspirations for their children
Whilst many parents want their children to achieve higher education and professional
careers such as “medicine, engineering” (P), the majority of aspirations noted related to
confidence, character and the ability to weather life’s storms – i.e. resilience: to “believe in
himself, never give up”; to “know strengths and weaknesses, turn weaknesses into
strengths” (P):
“I want him to well educate and plus in this country I want him to believe in
himself… and not to feel he’s different… I want him to learn to never give up” (P)
“I just want for my daughter is just to be happy what she want to be because at
the moment we’re trying to – for example she likes gymnast but we want her to
go in a swimming and she doesn’t like it… so that’s what she wants to do so we
want her to just be happy” (P)
The following photo (fig 2) highlights a range of aspirations one group of parents reported
having for their children:
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The following figure (Fig 3) highlights a range of ways this school supported parents to help
their children achieve their aspirations. They reported actions such as the teacher modelling
how to conduct learning activities and provide students with positive feedback, sending
cards home to acknowledge and celebrate high quality work by students, along with helping
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Fig 2 – Parental aspirations for their children

parents to develop skills such as cooking, computer literacy and their knowledge of the
internet, which in turn enhance the family environment in which students grow and develop.
The outcomes they reported (seen in the speech bubble) include more confident,
independent and responsible children, who are more motivated to behave well and look after
others around them.

Fig 3 – How parents perceive this school helps them achieve aspirations for their children

Have CD/parent engagement initiatives helped families to achieve their aspirations for
themselves and their children? In what ways?
How the school helps children achieve their aspirations
Children identified a number of ways that the school supports them to achieve their
aspirations. The most notable was the various learning opportunities provided by SMAG
schools, followed by emotional support, practical support and behavioural guidance and
boundaries that allow them to understand rules and consequences.
Learning opportunities
Children articulated the main way the school supports them to achieve their aspirations is
through the various learning opportunities they receive found in the diverse curriculum and
access to technology. Children identified learning opportunities that contribute to building
skills and gaining new knowledge, including: sporting opportunities through training,
competitions and free after-school sports; gaming, coding and robotics; film competitions;
and growing confidence through leadership opportunities such as during school assembly.
Many children also noted the excursions and incursion opportunities as highlights to their
learning that motivates them to learn and to attend school:

Page

“This school is so fun in the events we do. The fun event we do is watch movies,
wear casual clothes, play pool with lots of fun equipment…, we always have fun
at school” (S)
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“We went to the Kid’s Point and the marine biologist told us about, um, sea life
and they told us like how to be a marine biologist and stuff like that” (S)

Emotional support
It was clear from the data that children find SMAG schools to be safe environments which
promote emotional wellbeing. This was articulated in many ways: e.g. through
encouragement of students to pursue their aspirations; encouragement to work hard; helping
to calm students when they are anxious, inspiring to face fears through activities such as
camps; and providing counselling and therapy. Many factors appear to emanate from the
culture of the school rather than the CD activities per se, such as anti-bullying and respect
for all cultural and religious backgrounds, having established and clear boundaries, rules and
consequences, and providing practical support with learning tasks:
“St… is a great place cause every teacher shows both empathy and passion
towards every single student. They also cheer us up when we are… they make
us work to our full extent” (S)
“My school is a great place to be because it’s safe for students, it’s has fun
events and fun stuff to use and play with, and this school community is great for
education” (S)
Fig 4 on the next page illustrates some of the students’ aspirations (shown in blue font,
bottom left corner), and some barriers to achieving these (shown in red font on the rainbow,
top left). It also shows actions they suggested their school takes to support them achieving
these (in black font on the rainbow), and finally ways the school addresses these barriers
(bottom right corner, black font):

Fig 4: Student aspirations and barriers
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As discussed in the Final Report of the pilot phase (Ware and Rouse 2017), a number of
community development activities have been organised to meet the broader needs of
families to facilitate the removal of ‘unfreedoms’, in order to allow families to meet their own
needs and to thrive. In doing so, the theory of change posits that this will impact children’s
learning outcomes in a positive way.
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How the school helps parents achieve their aspirations

The following is a summary of parent’s responses regarding their ability to connect resulting
from CD activities. Short courses such as aged care, sewing and English classes with free
childcare were noted as activities that removed or alleviated road blocks for parents to
engage in the community and meet their needs for work, connection and access to
opportunities. The provision of volunteer opportunities in order to gain work experience, such
as fruit canteen program, and building connections with community organisations such as
the Keysborough Community Centre and gardening volunteering were also highlighted.
The Road Safety Program was noted as significant for one parent who after seven years on
a Learners Permit, was able to obtain her driver’s license. Opportunities to learn about how
systemic institutions work – such as bringing in guests to explain how to access insurance in
Australia – eliminates barriers like not understanding institutional processes. Likewise,
schools provided opportunities for parents to learn technology skills, such as setting up and
using an iPad, which not only enhanced parents’ skills, but created opportunities to build
relationships with other parents.
Similarly, the social connections forged through playgroup, and generally participating in
these activities, provides social capital that parents can rely on for help and create a safe
environment for their families. In turn, these help families to more effectively educate their
children, because parents feel like a genuine part of the school ‘family’:
“I gained some friends and I’m so thankful because if you need something, you
don’t understand something in the community… they listen and help you…
there’s one time because I’m doing a course and – and my son who’s in prep, I
need to, uh, I need to do a course and I don’t know where should I leave him. So,
I went to [name withheld] and talked to her and she gave me some things, what
should I do and what should I – so, I was able to do something because of that,
she advised and so, slowly I am getting there” (P)
“I start many playgroup before and like she said, sometimes if you say hello,
some of them, like stay away from you or you for like you’re the only one who’s
saying hello, you feel like “hmm, okay”. So, here it’s friendly, you know everyone,
so I keep coming, I interesting to come. Even if I don’t have time, I try to make
time to come to playgroup” (P)
“We are here in Australia 11 years and my elder one is six years old. Since he
was eight months we start playschool here, but I remember because… I was
afraid because my English was not good, I was afraid to talk to people, so, when I
start then I start to …make friends, uh, they did help me a lot and I have been
through a lot of difficulties… Now I still come when I have a second one, just like
my second family because I don’t have family here, yeah, so… I feel happy and I
have other friends who help me out as well with my children” (P)
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“The school is very active as well in offering a lot of opportunities that otherwise
we would never have access to. Even with people that struggle with, um,
technology, computer and even setting up iPad on a thing like that and they make
them so very accessible to all the parents. So there’s this type of welcoming and
just embracing.. it’s just building that sense of community, that you belong in the
same school” (P)

3. Does There Appear To Be A Correlation Between The
Aspirations Of Parents, Students And Education Professionals,
And How These Influence Learning Outcomes?
How do parents/families and children perceive ‘good outcomes’ for children?
Around this question, there are some clear correlations between students, parents and
educators within the SMAG community. There is a deep sense that SMAG schools are much
more than a classroom, but are a site of safety and belonging – a family. This idea was
replicated through all the data sets.
The data from interviews with educators, parents and students are clear that all participants
have high aspirations for student’s lives. As noted earlier, students have ambitious career
aspirations. Their parents are less concerned with children’s careers, and yet they hold high
aspirations for their children’s character and personal resilience – to enable them to thrive in
difficult times, and to be a “good citizen of the world” (School teacher, Ware and Rouse
2017:22). These aspirations appear complimentary to one another, and all participants
recognise that education is an important way forward to achieving any/all of these long term
goals.
The question this raises is whether the dissonance between children’s aspirations for
successful careers and parental aspirations for moral character create any barriers or
unfreedoms in children’s learning? Perhaps if parents seem to understand education as the
most important element for achieving aspirations, they are less likely to be perceived as a
barrier – even if a particular learning style or activity is doubted for its usefulness.
However, earlier we noted that this issue was raised by children who said some people can
be barriers to learning – with parents specifically mentioned. Hence, we suggest that it is
worth further exploring how SMAG can continue to support parents to participate in and
actively support students’ education, regardless of whether they perceive it to be a valuable
activity. Perhaps this also suggests that further work could be done with families to build
parents’ understanding of why some activities are important, even though they may appear
to be of minimal value for learning.
According to the literature review in the pilot project final report, creating a safe environment
where parents and children feel respected and included is important groundwork for
influencing positive learning outcomes. This second stage of the research demonstrates that
the schools in the SMAG cluster are effectively building safe spaces that enable families to
connect to the school community:
“…the feeling of protection (sending child to school): I actually feel the safety” (P)
“They do become a friend, you know? A friendship, you know? It’s like we’re
friends” (P)
“I think at the end of the day; these are the people that are moulding our kids and
it’s nice to see a sense of family...you know, they actually – it actually feels like I
have a group of family members looking after my kids” (P)
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“My daughter went through a situation... and she became quite anxious – as
soon as a brought it up I had a team… a team, not just one person, I had a team
of people that were supporting my daughter through it and giving her …not telling
her to stay away, not telling her to find other friends, the tools to be able to say,
‘Hey, no. Look, stop! I don’t wanna do this, I don’t wanna fight!’ and that now has
helped her so much” (P)
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These connections are very effectively supporting students to move beyond barriers and
more fully participate in learning:

To what extent do these perceptions influence motivation to learn, and/or learning
outcomes? What are the implications of this for future initiatives in/across these 3 schools?
Parent engagement and student belonging
Students reported that knowing they were supported within the school and outside the
school improved their confidence in learning and trying new things. The overwhelming
response of students was that when their parents/guardians are able to provide support with
learning – such as homework or class visits, they feel more confident and secure in their
ability to learn and to achieve difficult tasks. Further, their sense of self-pride increases at
being able to complete difficult work with the help of their parents/guardians:
“I’m really happy that I have them there, just to help me ‘cause if I need anything,
they’ll always be there for me” (S)
“One time I had this book and I was struggling reading it. So my dad came and
whenever I got a word wrong, he would tell me what – how to pronounce the
word and what it means… It made me feel, uh, really happy and good in myself
that someone is always there for me” (S)
“It helps you learn better…because like, your parents know a lot of things and
they can teach you. So you learn more things from your parents” (S)
Overwhelmingly the factors that contribute to children feeling that they belong at the school
are a safe and inclusive environment actively fostered by staff, particularly leadership staff
through being approachable, tackling bullying by establishing a culture of respect, and
showing an interest in their learning and wellbeing - such as providing lunch for those who
forgot and breakfast club. Students also feel safe when there are clear expectations of what
is acceptable and what the culture of the school is. They also noted to role that friends play
in their sense of belonging and safety.
“the teachers make me feel like I belong at school, by helping me with my
learning…” (S)
“They check on us every day to make sure we’re ok and learning” (S)
“I feel respected…The way people treat me….Welcomed. Like sometimes I'm
playing two square and some people like to join in and like start playing as well
and like…I feel included because um, people like to encourage me and other
people” (S)
“What makes me feel good? My friends because they always forgive me if I do
something wrong.” (S)
“My friends make me feel good to be at school because they make me laugh
about funny things.” (S)
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Knowing there is help within the classroom with their learning, particularly the support from
teachers, senior leaders and Learning Support Officers (LSOs) was mentioned across all
schools: from having LSOs within the classroom, to having teachers who will help with
difficult tasks, catch up clubs and leadership staff visiting class rooms and offering to help
the students. Children felt that they learnt the best when they know there are supports to
help them with difficult tasks – within the school such as teachers, LSOs, leadership staff,
buddies and friends; and, within the home through parents/guardians. Being challenged and
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"When I started prep, I felt scared and had no friends, but at playtime- I love
playtime. Um, when I went to the drinking taps, I made a friend called (removed)
and we're still friends since prep B."

having high expectations on their learning “always pushing us beyond our limits” (S) along
with the support and encouragement was noted, particularly with older children:
“…when you’re stuck on a project and the teacher helps you a little bit on what to
do” (S)
“…the teachers like, give you like, a rubric” (S)
Being given responsibility and opportunities for leadership gives them confidence, such as
school assemblies and being buddies to younger students. They also noted that fun and
creative ways to learn through activities, competitions “robotics” (S) and “junior short film” (S)
and events provided strong motivation to learn, as well as encouragement from educators:
“Um, the teachers, they try to give us confidence. Then like we can like try
hosting or um, like for example, in assemblies. Um, some of the younger students
also host assembly. It's like giving a boost of confidence for like, um- for student
voice… It's like giving a boost of confidence for like, um- for student voice.” (S)
Sometimes on some years, um, we put on this talent show where everyone
shows their talent. And it's like going to do what's your talent and it's like- people
wanna do their dream jobs like that. So, they believe in themselves to do it. (S)
“Learning in all things. Like- like something that- that helps people with injuries
and stuff. Like, "Hey, you don't have to worry about that. There's something
better. Like, did you know that this is real- uh, like you can do this? Even though
you have this certain disability or injury." (S)
Fig 5, below, shows one student’s reflections on the impacts of: their parent seeing them
successfully complete a difficult task on their own in class (drawing 1); receiving help from
their parents with a difficult task in class (drawing 2); and receiving help from their parents
with a difficult homework task (drawing 3).
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Fig 5 – One student’s reflections on the impacts of parental support for their learning

Discussion and conclusions

A comprehensive Final Report for the pilot SMAG-Deakin Project was submitted in May
2017 including literature reviews. The current stage of research was designed to build upon
the findings of this rather than replicate it. As such, this discussion section summarises
findings from both reports, and raise questions for further exploration.
As discussed in the Final Report of the pilot phase, a number of community development
activities have been organised to meet the broader needs of families. The theory of change
behind these activities is by facilitating the removal of unfreedoms – often entailing meeting
immediate needs of families – these families are enabled to achieve their aspirations and to
thrive. In doing so, the theory of change posits that this will impact children’s learning
outcomes in a positive way, as they can focus their attention fully on learning when they are
not struggling to survive. The Pilot and Stage Two research data has evidenced that this in
fact has occurred for many students and their families.
Pilot stage findings
Data from the pilot stage report demonstrated that despite significant ‘unfreedoms’ within
SMAG community such as poverty, migration experiences and resultant trauma, along with
lack of confidence of both parents and teachers to really engage with one another, there are
great aspirations for children’s futures across educators, parents and children. The report
concluded that SMAG schools engaging in CD activities and utilising a CD ethos – ie.,
working in partnership with families to understand their situations and support them as
equals rather than experts – resulted in some improved learning outcomes for children in
numeracy and literacy. However, capacity building for educators on the value of a CD
approach was recommended for those who were uncertain of its role and the potential
impact on their teaching practice.
Data from the Pilot also demonstrated that within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of child
development, SMAG schools have been able to support children’s learning outcomes by
supporting the betterment of children’s microsystems of family and schools – and the
mesosystem created through their interaction. The report found that though there was some
indication of interaction at the exosystem level – such as supporting families to engage with
welfare services, it recommended SMAG schools consider how to engage more at the
exosystem and macrosystem levels to ensure greater outcomes for more students.
Finally, the pilot phase demonstrated that there was positive signs of collaboration across
the three schools in terms of innovating education practice and the ability to engage with
families who are difficult to contact. However, there was still confusion regarding how the
collaboration was meant to work, therefore leadership were encouraged to embed
collaboration in the culture of all three schools and to “solidify a sense that the three schools
are genuinely working together as a cluster that is greater than the sum of its parts” (p.52).
Findings from this second stage of research
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As discussed in the literature review for the pilot project report, children’s learning occurs not
just in the school, but in a complex environment that goes beyond the classroom. Children’s
capacity to learn is increased when all the spheres of their lives found in the social ecology
model are relatively stable. The research team therefore recommends that the SMAG cluster
continuing to support families and communities through CD activities is a vitally important
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The data from the second stage (this current report) highlights a number of ways parents
have been able to connect with the school and the broader community and how children feel
about the school’s role in their lives. It is clear that the SMAG schools have an important role
in the lives of families in their communities. There are direct impacts through CD activities
that have enabled parents to connect with broader community, to remove some barriers that
prevent them from meeting their immediate needs and contributing to long term aspirations.
This has lead to increased confidence of students. Whilst the students have not cited CD
activities per se as directly impacting their learning, it is clear that they feel SMAG schools
are safe environments that care about their learning, themselves, family and community.

and valuable contribution these schools can continue to make to student’s learning
outcomes, as well as to their broader community.
Questions for further exploration
Findings from meetings with parents and children have raised further questions that are
worth deeper consideration by SMAG leadership and the CD team. Of note, are the
aspirations and perceived barriers to achieving these noted by the children. Children foresee
primarily mental health and people as their greatest barriers to successful pursuit of their
dreams. Included in the ‘people’ category, are parents as barriers when they do not value or
understand particular learning activities. This aligns with the pilot study, in which teaching
staff indicated that parents with varying educational backgrounds may not value particular
forms of learning, such as play-based education. One student noted that:
“…we’re doing this project and like we’re making logos and stuff for our project
but then, um, your parents might not approve that you should like…put…the
name of your business, like online. And like that could stop you from working at
school on [the project]... Um, parents…they can …hold you back and say, ‘Oh
no, you’re not allowed to do this! You can’t’” (S)
Whilst the data findings evidence a clear level of parental respect for education and parents’
willingness to participate, it may be worth exploring this more from the students’ perspective
– i.e. why do they feel that parents are specifically a barrier to their aspirations? What do
they believe may help them feel their parents are facilitating their learning instead?
The research team suggests that this may be a reflection more of the authoritarian role of
parents in children’s lives, rather than a particular unfreedom as such. However, this is not
clear from the data, and hence merits further consideration.
Additionally, we recommend that the SMAG leadership and the CD team further explore the
different focus of most parents on their children becoming good people, as opposed to high
academic achievement. The data suggests there may not be a direct correlation between
parental aspiration for their children and their involvement in children’s learning. However,
we could not draw firm conclusions around this point. Thus, we suggest it would be worth
conducting further research (formally or informally) with parents to investigate whether – and
to what extent – this may affect their capacity and motivation to participate in children’s
learning.
Finally, it may be worth further examining whether children’s sensitivity to mental health as a
barrier to achieving their dreams is a result of social and emotional learning. This may have
facilitated students to recognise mental health as impact on learning and goal achievement.
Or their comments may indicate that students are experiencing high levels of mental health
issues personally or in the family, and may thus reflect a need for additional support. If the
latter case becomes evident, a more urgent response may be required. We leave you with
this student comment to urgently consider:
“Just thinking about like what your life would be if you…like with the depression
and then you’d get to the point where you’d wanna commit suicide” (S)

1. Continue the engage in CD activities that discover and meet the immediate and
longer-term needs of parents.
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Based on our findings from the pilot and second stages of this research, we make the
following recommendations to the SMAG cluster, regarding CD activities the cluster’s goals
to improved family wellbeing and to enhance student learning outcomes:
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Recommendations
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2. Continue to build understanding of CD theory and it’s link to educational practice with
educators and staff.
3. Continue to provide opportunities for parents to genuinely engage with children’s
learning and participate in the school community. Suggest working with parents and
educators to build shared understanding of the roles and benefits of parents,
educators and others in student’s education.
4. Explore in more detail the connection between whether parents who aspire for
resilient children with good characters are less likely to participate in – or value –
particular ways of learning and types of learning activities their education? This may
have an important impact upon ongoing efforts to work effectively with parents as
genuine partners in children’s education.
5. There are evidently systemic inequalities and issues that form an ongoing barrier to
migrants’ integration and wellbeing in the Dandenong/Noble Park region. SMAG
leadership and CD workers should consider how they act as advocates for these
communities in order to improve learning outcomes for all students across a range of
local and regional fora. Utilising CD principles, any advocacy should incorporate and
be driven by the needs and aspirations of affected communities. Hence, an ongoing
conversation with staff, parents and children – which this research has perhaps
helped to initiate – should be facilitated by the CD team, to ensure advocacy gives
voice to marginalised migrant and other disadvantaged families within the school
communities. This will address the previous report’s suggestion for engaging in
macrosystem and exosystem of the ecological model of child development.
6. Urgently follow up on children’s sense of mental health and wellbeing and how they
can be supported.

Coda…students love SMAG!

At this final point of the research project, we leave you with the voices of your students. They
pay tribute to the dedicated, hardworking staff of each of the schools 1. These poems were
created in one of the research activities, where students were asked to reflect on whether
they felt they belonged, who helped them feel this a sense of belonging, and how various
people in the school supported them to learn effectively.
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How we belong at St Anthony’s
I know that everybody belongs in this school because we are very welcoming
Teachers make me feel welcome
I feel that I belong in this school because everybody has their unique styles like me which
makes it interesting to know
Each students here is unique and different, but the teachers and staff teach us how to work
in harmony
The teachers let us [have] a lot of student voice
I feel like I’m part of the school because of student voice – by giving us polls/votes
The staff here always ask for student vice on school choices because there are votes and
surveys
I feel the school leaders help us stay safe and calm because they always help you if you
needed some help

1 Unfortunately, the students at St Gerard’s did not conduct this activity, as they were a younger
cohort and the poetry task was too difficult by supporting staff on the day.
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How students feel (St Anthony’s)
This school provides us as students benefits in our learning
As a student, I feel like my voice matters as much as everyone else’s
I feel confident about being a student
I feel comfortable about having teachers and friends to guide me in my learning
We always have a calm space to learn
As a student, I feel confident to learn and speak
As a student, we have many resources
We all use our student voice
We can do our work on book or PC
We work together
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St Mary’s Community Poem
The staff and principal and the helpers make me feel good because they remind me why I’m
at school and how to behave
The principal sometimes comes and makes me feel I belong here
The principal always comes in to talk with us and help us learn more about respecting and
about behaviours
My teachers help me learn more in the class because they teach me a lot of things
Teachers make me feel good at school because they are always there when you need help
The teachers, staff etc always help you, support you and teach you new things
I feel good when I do good work
Sitting away from distractions and friends – I learn better
My friends make sure I don’t lost my team points
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School opinions (St Mary’s)
What makes me feel good: My friends because they always forgive me if I do something
wrong
I feel good when they help us at school
What makes me feel like I belong? My friends, teacher and principals (including deputy
principals) because they treat me like their own family
The teacher makes me feel that I belong because the teacher encourages me to make new
friends
Everything at this school helps me learn. My friends make me feel welcomed
My friends make me feel good to be at school because they make me laugh about funny
things
My friends make me feel like I belong at St Mary’s because I can focus
The teachers make me feel like I belong by helping me with my learning and providing me
food when I am hungry
I like St Mary’s and have fun learning with teachers
Our chromebooks make me learn because I can use google to find information
They check on us everyday to make sure we’re okay and learning

