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Transcript 
Helen Cahill on Enhancing Engagement through Student Voice  

ROWAN KAYLL:
My name is Rowan Kayll. I'm a principal in residence at the Victorian Academy of Teaching and Leadership. I have around about six weeks to go at the academy and I'll be back in the school lane next term. So ready to face the challenges that we all face today in schools right across the state from Mordialloc, of course, and (UNKNOWN). And there's a whole lot of other people joining us as well. Just remember the etiquette when working together virtually. Please keep your microphone on mute if you're not talking, etc., etc. Sometimes, especially if you join as a group, that can be a little trap. Minimize distractions. Try to make sure you're sitting in a nice, relaxed position. You might want to get up and move at some point, stand up, shake your legs and keep the blood flowing. But certainly, get ready for this presentation from Helen. So you have found the right place. Yes, we are doing Enhancing Engagement through Student Voice with Professor Helen Cahill, who is also in the room. I will move to a welcome to country now.
So certainly, an acknowledgement of country I'm in. Certainly we acknowledge that I'm coming to you from the Wurundjeri land, the land of the Wurundjeri people, and of course, acknowledge their elders past, present and emerging. Of just a little anecdote is that, of course, we're looking at enhancing engagement through student voice. At my school, previously to the Academy, our children wrote their own acknowledgements, and I love this one from a little boy who was six years of age, who simply said thank you to all of the Aboriginal people for letting us use their land. And I think that's a really appropriate way of introducing Helen here for the topic that we're starting to actually talk about; Enhancing Engagement through Student Voice, of course. Helen is a professor at the Graduate School of Education at Melbourne University, many of you have probably heard her speak before and she's a very engaging speaker. She's led a body of research addressing child and youth wellbeing. She's developed a number of student voice and violence reduction, social emotional learning, gender rights, sexuality and drug education programs for use in schools and community settings in Australia, as well as a range of countries across the Asia Pacific and East and Southern Africa region.

She's authored over 100 publications, including over 40 wellbeing education programs for use in school and community settings. She is a lead author of Resilience, Rights and Respectful Relationships and Open Access Evidence Informed Social and Emotional Learning and Respectful Relationships Education program as well for Victorian students from foundation to year 12. So that is only a small piece of her work. To Helen, so we thank you very much for your time this afternoon and we're looking forward to this presentation. So thank you. I'll hand over to you.

HELEN CAHILL:
Thanks very much. And it is indeed an honour, a tremendous honour to address you at this end of day. And I do hope that you've been having a fulfilling week and I just want to acknowledge the contribution that you as leaders and educators make and your absolute generosity in seeking to think further about how to work well, how to listen well, how to activate student voice, you know, in the middle of this busy term that you're in. I'd like to also acknowledge country that I'm joining you from the lands of Wurundjeri people. And I'd like to pay my respect to Aboriginal elders past, present and emerging and to Aboriginal people in our learning community today. So just to give you a little sense of what we're going to do in this session, I'm gonna focus a little bit on the Why first. So quick dive through the evidence-base. Why? Why invest in student voice? What difference does it make? And we're going to take some academic research as evidence-base, but we'll also listen to a little bit of input from young people themselves.

We're going to have an opportunity to join in breakout room so that you can share a bit about what you're doing to activate student voice in any way in your work world. And then we're going to come out of that and think about who benefits when we do this. I'm gonna focus on how students, teachers and the broader community and certainly leaders themselves benefit from activating student voice. And then the main body of the session will focus on practical strategies, the everyday strategies we can all use, not the icing on the cake, the cake. And we're going to look at a number of different things, including instructional strategies for use in the classroom, assessment strategies and school improvement strategies. And you'll have a second opportunity also to connect with some fellow educators in a breakout session so that you too can have an opportunity for voice interaction and learning with and from each other. So first of all, what are we talking about when we're talking about student voice?

We're really talking about multidirectional, purposeful communication. So it occurs for everyone through our everyday relational practices, just the micro conversations, the way we speak to people, the way we notice, the way we ask, the way we listen, the way we respond. When we're doing that, we are activating the student voice. So for some people, they need to be validated for doing this and doing this well, it makes enormous contribution to young people. We are looking and we're gonna focus on, amongst our instructional practices, how collaborative learning is the ideal way to activate student voice within the learning setting of the classroom. We're going to focus on how particular use of formative feedback can be experienced as a student voice activity for students. And I'm going to talk also about those purposeful, more structured and orchestrated opportunities that we put into schools to consult with people about matters that arise or matters of importance. So whether they're talking circles or mini meetings or focus groups, the importance of doing this work.

Towards the end, we'll focus on what can be achieved when we bring student voice into school improvement efforts. So how we can use kids as consultants, as co-researchers. And I won't have as much opportunity today to talk about more formal school leadership roles via designated leadership, such as school leaders or student action teams, but you do have opportunities in other settings to look at those strategies. What are we talking about, though, when we talk about student voice for engagement? We're talking about engagement in this very relational sense, looking at these three big drivers of engagement. First of all, the sense that you can do something, autonomy, I can express myself. In other words, I have something to say and I can share it. Relatedness is strongly connected to that. That feeling of being heard leads to a feeling of being respected, included and mattering, which creates that sense of belonging, which is so protective for young people. And we have a sense of competence when we are in the act of communication.

If I have a sense that I can do it, I can learn, I can contribute and I can make progress, then I'm going to be much more readily engaged. We're also going to be acknowledging that we're working in the times we are in, and now is the time to turn to student voice as a key mechanism in building resilience as well as engagement. And as we know, students are not only experiencing heightened mental and social health problems, they're also, more students are living in a background of family stress. There's a lot more stressed families around, that affects young people. And at the same time, of course, not as if these people don't themselves have families, but we know we've got high rates of teacher and leader fatigue, attrition and burnout. So more than ever, the relationship environment of schools is critically important because healthy relationships sustain mental and social well-being, and student voice is actually a strategy that we can use to improve the social and mental health of all people in our schools.

And as we're doing that, that will help us in our strategic orientation towards inter-threading, learning and well-being as the mutually important goals in our schools as part of our response to FISO 2.0. So thinking about the times we're in, we might be experiencing that sense of impatience, when's it going to be over? But, here when we look at research around the world into the impact on emergencies, one of the things they show is that the sting is in the tail. During the onset of an emergency, there's a sense of immediacy and high adrenaline, but problems accumulate in the aftermath. And particularly in the aftermath, we see this is when student social and behavioral problems typically manifest. And of course, it affects young people's learning when this is happening. And of course, this is also the time when those frontline workers, such as teachers, are more likely to experience burnout. And at the same time, if that's happening, schools because there are kind of a focal point for community, perhaps the only focal point for many communities, can become a very convenient place for people to vent their frustration, desperation, anger and rage such that school staff may have to bear additional burden of aggression right at the time when they most need appreciation.

If we're thinking of that little bit around the context of mental health in our times, unfortunately, we don't get routine and regular data on the mental health of children or primary school age in our country. But every year we do get the Mission Australia study that shows us what's going on for our 15 to 19 year olds. And this is last year's data. And really concerningly, we can see here that less than half of our boys of that age think that their mental health is very good or excellent. Less than a quarter of our girls think that their mental health is good and only 12.5% of gender diverse young people. So we've got young people telling us they're doing it tough. So we really also are going to be thinking about student voice as a relational strategy to help lift that sense of burden and distress. We're also acknowledging that during the time when children are at school, the thing that many of them find most stressful isn't learning or learning challenges, it's peer relationships. So, for example, when we look at our bullying data, we can see that over half of year four students experience bullying monthly or weekly in the school year and 43% of year eight students.

Now, they're not the only people affected because people watching that and seeing that happen are also negatively affected, making the social space feel less safe for most young people. And of course, we know that bullying also affects learning. From our standardized test TIMSS and PIRLS, we can see that children who are bullied, typically achieve lower scores. And there's a relationship between how often they're bullying, being bullied and their scores. So we also have academic researchers who've gone into Australian schools and talked to children about student voice. What does it do for you when you have a say? And children are saying, Look, it makes us feel respected and cared for and like we matter. It improves our relationship with teachers. It makes us feel like we belong. And just on its own, it's just good for our wellbeing. So they're advocating it as a wellbeing strategy. And I think we can hear that and lean into that right now. Other bodies of research have shown, of course, that nexus with engagement.

Students who feel heard by the teachers, including heard about the learning, what's going on, and also the social world of the classroom and playground, what's going on. They find school more enjoyable. They try harder, they're more likely to engage and sign up for the goals, learning goals and find the school schoolwork meaningful. But overall, they just feel like the teacher is on their side. My teacher is barracking for me. They care for me, they respect me. I know that because they listen to me or they ask me when I find it hard to say something and they wait and help me get things said. So overall, student voice also improves teacher-student relationships, and we know as educators that teacher student relationships have these really powerful outcomes. Better behavioral engagement. Kids behave better, they cooperate better with each other. They work more calmly in class. They feel happier about being there. They feel more enthusiastic about what they're doing, and their brains work better.

They're more cognitively engaged because they're not distracted by stress in terms of their peer behavior, and they're focused on the feeling that I feel safe here. My teacher is going to lead me forward and the other kids around me are going to be OK and helpful with that as well. Now, one of the key strategies that we can be leaning into in our schools is making sure then that as part of the everyday classroom talk, we have teachers using descriptive or dialogic feedback. That is, it goes both ways. It's not something we give to students, it's something we engage in with students. So, for example, teachers routinely asking students about their learning experience, what's helping you to learn, what's getting in the way, what might help, what might help make things even better if they're already good? And then the teacher using active listening techniques to show the students that they are hearing and understanding what they've got to say. That experience of being heard actually produces results on its own, let alone all the valuable inputs we get when we find out more about what's helping with learning and what's helping with feeling OK about being in the classroom.

And when we're looking, also are encouraging our colleagues to look across the class and observe those bodily signs, sometimes, of engagement, we can use this really, really helpful framework for reviewing student engagement, such as when we look down that worrying end where children are either withdrawing or avoiding activities or disrupting them, we really got a strong sign that something's not OK and we should be leaning in to find out what's going on, diagnostically help us understand why this is so difficult for you. And when we've got children thriving and participating and investing in the lessons and driving them forward, we also need to know what's working. What's that like? What's that doing for you? Why do we need to know that? You absolutely need to know when things are working, because how else can we sustain our energies and labors if we never feel that we're making a difference? So it is super important to check in on that as well. But let's have a little break from the academic research.

What we know is this powerful research that says, Do student voice work? It makes a difference. But I thought it would be nice just for a moment to listen in to some students and see what we, how we respond to what they have to say. Now, these are just tiny little video clips taken from a much bigger resource we developed for the Department of Education to support the Resilience, Rights and Respectful Relationships program in the first six topic areas when we're teaching social-emotional learning. And there are actual classroom videos of classrooms in action that you can watch and they're inter-threaded with the classroom learning activities. Children come and talk to camera about their learning and about some of the topics. So these are some tiny little snips from that. And if you want to watch them further, go and jump into this for yourself some time through the Department of Education online sources.

STUDENT:
What makes a really good teacher is like they actually listen to you and care about your problems. A really good teacher is being nice and caring and helps you when you're stuck and troubled. If a teacher is friendly, it's easier to understand what they're saying. And say you get something wrong, they won't be sad or mad. They would be like, if you didn't understand it so well and you still had to try, she would say, good try or good work. A good teacher is when she likes you, she or he likes every student the same. Yeah, they treat them all the same. One doesn't have like a favorite student. A good teacher is telling you to do all... to do enough work and homework. Always be helpful and give out the wish stickers if you behave right.

HELEN CAHILL:
There's another powerful question that we ask the students, and it's about not only what they appreciate in their teacher, but as we advance forward how it is, what it is they think teachers can do if they think something's not OK for the student. How should the teacher respond? So let's listen in to a few more students and then move into that focus on what to do in responding to troubled children.

STUDENT:
In the school there's friendly teachers and a friendly class that will always help you and make friends with you. Being a good teacher is someone who can lead their class, but don't teach with an iron fist. Right. So someone who can be friends with a class, someone that we can get to know well, someone that we could share our problems with, someone who we can trust. You don't really know what's going on, like what the cause would be. Like if it was something like the family is really sick, or someone who's being bullied, like being bullied like really bad in something. The outcome of that, if no one helps, can be really severe. I think that the teacher should, like, comfort them, sit them down, talk to them, and make sure their problems will go away so the student can have a bit of time here at school and they feel safe here at school. The first thing is the teachers should ask, what is going on? Look at this and say, well, you just tell him, Hey, if there's anything that you need me to do, I'll be right here for you.

And you never know. The child might change his or her mind and go to the teacher. If they're worried, I think the teacher should approach the student and do it in a very gentle way because they're obviously not feeling 100% or they're not feeling strong. I wouldn't go to friends because maybe they don't want to get people involved or get people worried about them. But I think, if they know that someone's there, they'll be like reassured that there's like a light at the end of the tunnel. Like they can get better, they can improve. And yeah, I think the teacher should go to the student. You don't really know what's going on...

HELEN CAHILL:
So I think we can hear listening to the students, how much relationship, teacher relationship intersects with their own well-being. And one of the things I really like is hearing from the students how much they depend on their teachers to make the overture, to make the first move. They want the teachers to check in on them. So that's a powerful reminder that voice is part of an invitation. It's a response to an invitation. So our invitations that we make are the overture that children will respond to. And I love this quote I had from a group of students when I did my own PhD research around the student voice. And as part of the structure of that study that I did, I had children come into the academy to teach beginning teachers how to teach well, and they did a lot of work and little talking circles, coaching the teachers and letting them know what they thought worked and what they thought didn't work. And of course, the teacher candidates thought that this was really transformative learning experience, not only because they got fabulous coaching from the students, but because it blew their mind about who students were or could be because of the depth of the insight those children gave.

So this is a powerful reminder about how we, when we lean in and listen to young people, how we can be lifted up and our mind can be open to what's possible in terms of our engagement with them and indeed our recognition of who they are and who they can be and who they can become. But for the students themselves, this is the key finding. It's as this student says, I'm being listened to, my opinions are heard. You feel really important. It's really morale boosting. And I'm thinking that's why this is a powerful strategy now when people are struggling because it produces also that light at the end of the tunnel that the other student we just listened to mentioned. Because when we have people listening to us, it helps us keep our hope alive because something about being recognized helps to sustain our own sense of dignity, worth, and that conjures our imagination for who we can be and who we can become. But what I'd like to do now is give you a chance to share. So you've all listened to students.

You've all had moments where you've heard something from a student that's actually touched, moved, inspired or educated you in some way. So what I'm going to invite you to do when you go into a breakout group shortly is just introduce yourself firstly and then share about something you remember learning or relearning from a student. So it could be just a tiny, you can't do a whole giant story of your career, but you could do a little, a little vignette, a little memory. And then if you've had a chance to all do that, you might also have time for some further conversation around, Well, what was going on around that event such that it actually happened? In other words, what were the conditions that were helping to produce this form of student voice that actually touched you or helped you in such a way that you still remember it today? So you might even think about what difference that contribution might have made to you or to other people. There will be opportunity for some people, I think, to get a turn to share back into plenary.

And it is really lovely if we do get some volunteers 'cause that helps people handle their breakout group curiosity. Like, what did they talk about? Is it like what we talked about? But actually what I really want you to experience is the opportunity to have some voice yourself. We shouldn't just be talking about voice and not doing it. It's an opportunity to connecting with a few others, share some stories and listening to each other and hopefully that will produce something positive for you. So we're gonna give you about ten minutes in your breakout group and you will get an invitation, I think, shortly that you will need to accept to join your group. Should you be in the unfortunate position that everyone in your breakout group is actually taking this session, driving home from work in their car because they've got a ridiculously long commute, well, you've got an opportunity to actually do some quiet reflection. Thinking back, all the good memories you have of things kids have said to you, and maybe treat that as an opportunity to sustain yourself in these really challenging times.

So, thanks. Thanks for coming back and thanks for being there and checking in and sharing with the people you happen to meet today. So be really creative. There are a couple of volunteers who'd like to pass forward something from the conversation in their group. It's not necessarily you're retelling your own story, it might just be like, Oh, we talked about this or we noticed that or something, something to put out there in the community.

KATIE HULL-BROWN:
Hi, yeah. Hi, Helen and everybody. We had a really great little conversation about how student... when students give their feedback, I guess, about a lesson or about a relationship with the teacher, that can really tune you in to perhaps what else you can do in the future with your teaching. So we talked about, one teacher in my group talked about how she really connected with the student through talking about football, even though she wasn't really a big fan of footy, and that a colleague at one point said, Do you even really like footy? And she's like, Well, this student thinks I do, and that's what's important. So making those personal connections. And another teacher talked about how they were... she's an auditor for schools and they were trying to find a different motto, a new motto for the school, and that audits and students were gonna do that together as an activity. But the audits really struggled 'cause they just kept coming up with jargon and they handed it over to the students, and the students came up with 'Reach the Stars,' and the school was connected to an observatory, and so that everyone was really elated with that result.

And another teacher was saying that students said, Why are you so serious all the time? And that thing of, oh, you know, that that feedback, but I didn't realize I looked serious, you know, I don't feel serious, but maybe I look serious. And so have a thinking about your body language and your facial expressions and how your warmth and that sort of thing. And my own experience was, I received some feedback from a student who I taught, teach music, classroom music. And the student said, you know, when are we going to start learning music? All we're doing is playing games. And it's like, Right, that's a light bulb moment for me to be really explicit about what skills are we learning in these activities. And at the end of the lesson to say, What did we do today? Because that will give me instant feedback as to what they think that we've done, that's, you know, learning and that learning isn't, you know, sitting and writing and hands in laps all the time. So yeah, it's great.

HELEN CAHILL:
Thanks, Katie. It's lovely to have a little insight into your group. And, you know, we can hear so much. You know, we get coaching from the students, you know, we learn things from them, they surprise us and sometimes they do things better than us. And sometimes they just help us to get our act together better around how we're managing in class. And so it's a dynamic environment. Yeah. So is there anyone else who just wanted to share something like, Oh, you know, we noticed this in our group. There's just a little take away or little insight that we had or but I have to say in my teaching, I was a high school teacher in my time and I remember getting to the end of a series of lessons and I thought, Geez, that unit of work I did was really a flop. I will not do that one again. And I checked in with the students in my class and said, Oh, I'm a bit disappointed. I'm sorry that that unit wasn't as great as I thought it would be. I hoped it would go really well, but I don't think you enjoyed it much.

And they just sort of looked at me and said, That was the best thing we've done all term. I'm like, What do you mean it was the best thing you've done? You didn't show that. They said, Oh, we just mucking around and horrible a lot at the moment 'cause we're having a fight, you know, we're taking it out on you, but we like the unit. So I'm like, Oh, I was misreading the class. I was misreading all those behavioral signals as meaning they didn't, they weren't interested or weren't able to be engaged. And I needed to know that. I actually needed to know that to kind of not be throwing out all the good stuff I did because I've got... I don't have the right feedback to help me know when it's working, when it's not. So it really put me in the mind of, I have to ask more often. We have to have the courage to check in, where asking for feedback takes courage from teachers because we sometimes take it so personally if we don't instantly get praise. But you will notice I also did a slightly sneaky thing.

I framed the questions in the positive. Talk about something you've learned or valued that you heard from a student. So when we position people to give feedback that's positive and helpful, we do us all a favor, bearing in mind that as humans we tend to find it easier to think of things to say that we would call complaints. It is much easier for us to express what's wrong. Do you think how readily a baby can cry a lot more easily before it can goo and ga? Well, I think that persists. We can go (UNKNOWN). So we need a little bit of help. And because teachers are so artful with questions, we can be mindful that we need to also put some strength based questions there. Because when we do that, we also model that for them. We teach them how to listen in for what people appreciate as well as what they find challenging or horrible. I'm going to keep moving along now then, 'cause what I would really like to focus on now, is pretty much this challenge. It's the cake and the icing challenge. How do we make sure that student voice isn't the, like the nice little thing you do once in a while?

But it's core, it's not peripheral. It's integrated into what we do regularly, just the way we do things around here. And it's inclusive, it's not just for the most articulate, the smartest, the fastest or the oldest kids, it's for everyone. So that's the real challenge of normalizing student voice in the way we do things around here in our schools. So I'm just gonna give you this little framework that I think I've put together because I find it really useful when, as a leader in particular, you're thinking about student voice, you're going to initiate something. I think we need to be clear that we have always a purpose, like any other communication should have a purpose. We have to think about how we position people into meaningful roles. They're not being interrogated. They're in a conversation. That's a really big positioning difference. Then we do wanna open up to make it possible for people to share different perspectives. We don't have to have convergence or agreement all the time.

It's not math. We don't get to the right answer. We get often to multiple possible answers. We have to be mindful that unequal power relations will always be there in schools. But while we do that is show respect for all, regardless of their position in any given structural institutional hierarchy. And we do that through the way we listen and the way we ask. Protection is really important because people have to feel safe enough to say what they wanna say. The child who said, but when are we gonna learn something in music? Probably felt safe with that teacher or they wouldn't have dared to say it, but so they trusted that teacher would come, lean in and listen for what the child was really trying to say. Like, I need to know what we're learning. And yeah, the places and spaces that we use for interaction are important and the methods are critically important. And I wanna focus mostly on the methods. So first I'm gonna talk about instructional strategies. So really, the most powerful learning strategy we can use for student voice is collaborative learning.

Why? Because then every student in the class has a chance to develop their social skills, their voice, and they are listening with and working with and learning with and from each other. So, every class, pretty well every day, could have instructional moments of collaborative learning strategies. You know, your high impact teaching strategies. So I don't need to labour this point. But they are also teaching strategies that maximise engagement and learning as well as social health and they improve relationships between students and their teachers. Feedback- another little flag that's ticked on the box high-impact teaching strategies. Multidirectional formative feedback involves voice. So when we have teachers working with students to find out what's helping you learn, what's helping you try hard, or what's happening, what's in the way? Have you tried hard? What's helping you join in? Or what's hard about joining in? We get into a conversation with them and they teach us that really wise and insightful stuff that comes from their experience.

We also need to ask about the we all the time, not just I. It's not all down to teach it, to fix everything. What could we do to help? What could peers do to help? What could you do to help? So we're involved in this collectively. So, formative feedback also might be little techniques that you and your colleagues are using just sometimes to get little exit slips from kids, to get a little piece of feedback from something that day. How hard did you work today? Give yourself a score out of ten. Tell me why. What was affecting your effort today? Or, you know, give me some feedback on something I could have done today to help you learn better if you think there was something that would have been helpful. So we've thinking about instructional strategies and assessment strategies that they could be the part of the normal in a school to activate student voice. But if we really wanna up the ante as well, if we position children to be involved in our school improvement strategies, then we're actually learning from the client about what's going to be helpful.

So let's have a little look into what are some of the everyday strategies that people would use for this. Well, there are sorts of things that people do sometimes I open up a classroom and gonna say, we're going to have a mini meeting about this, not a mini meeting with all 25 of you talking to me at once. Little circle groups first so you can get your thoughts, handled and speak to each other, then let's pool our data. Maybe we need more time to collect positive feedback in a school. Wall of thanks is a beautiful concept. Every kid gets an A4 page and they write something on it or draw something on it that they're grateful for or feel positive about or that they like and post it up. Make a wall, you know, walk parents past that wall, wow. Walk teachers past that wall. Get your life back. You know, we actually make a difference is what we get to see. So when we ask questions and we gather children in such ways, they can produce and share the data, they can learn, we can learn, and we can be uplifted as well.

Here's a little example of use of a tool to do that very process of consultation around school improvement. This is a drawing of the tree tool. In the tree tool, we have the name of the challenge or problem on the trunk. In this case, the name written there in case you can't read it, is "Bullying and violence in Northern Territory schools." I worked with the school principals in Northern Territory around this issue. I introduced them to this tool. What you do in the roots of the trees is you work out all the possible causes for this problem happening. What you do in the branches as you write down all the strategies or suggestions or things you could do to kind of fix it. And in the leaves, you think about the possible outcomes, positive, negative and null of those strategies. Northern Territory principals got their students together, empowered them with these tools. The students went and consulted other students using the tree tool to find out what they thought was causing bullying and violence in their schools and what could be done about it.

nd then they got those student representatives together and they went and presented the data with their trees, their tree diagrams to their Department of Education, to senior system leaders. So that was a student voice activity that started at the school level through micro consultations led by kids and pulled all the way up to the top of the system. And what people got from that was not just an insight into how children are reading this problem and also what can be done about it, but also the possibility that the children could be your researchers and be your coaches in this matter. So another little example, this was also in the Northern Territory. I like to tell stories of the Territory because too often in our Australian media, we hear what's wrong in the Territory and there is a huge amount of stuff going on there that is just amazingly fabulous. These were children, senior secondary children, talking about why some of them were disengaged from school. You know, these causes were feeling like you're failing, the bullying, family problems, bad teachers, stress, poor teacher-student relationship.

This is year 11 and 12 students. This is why we disengage, dropping out, not coming regularly. What can we do about it? You can have a look at all the strategies there. They're basically relationship strategies. Find out what the teacher needs, show some empathy, get some help, connect them to different ways of learning. Yeah, these are basic messages from kids. So what I'd like to do now is give you another opportunity to connect you in in a way that you probably don't frequently enough get to do and is to listen in with fellow educators from different schools. So, thinking of this tree tool, which I'll just describe again, you're gonna choose one of the challenges. It could be low use of formative feedback in amongst your staff or low use of collaborative learning. Choose one, then have a little brainstorm together. What do you see as some of the causes of these, possible causes? How come not so many people are using formative feedback? Or how come not so many people are using collaborative learning or don't use it much?

Then talk about some of the strategies that you think work or you presume work or you know work because you try them and they do. You might not get to the leaves in this time, but it would be just great to have a little bit of a diagnostic conversation. Now, if you can't remember the schema, there will be a link and you can click on the link and it will show you that diagram of the tree and help you to remember that. And now here's my tip. If you can't really do the choosing as to whether you're talking about formative feedback and not enough of it or collaborative learning, not enough of it, the person in, the person in your breakout group who has the youngest age gets to choose 'cause you're the closest in age to those students we're talking about who aren't actually here in this session, because you just fess up to your age and you get to choose if there's no easy democracy there. It's called leadership, leadership by youth. OK, so you'll have ten minutes again. So hopefully you can, you know, toss around some of your thinking and just before you go there, I have to tell you, I've been doing research in schools across last year in the Resilience Rights and Respectful Relationships program.

Every single lesson in that program uses a collaborative learning strategy. 96% of the teachers rarely used collaborative learning. So something was in the way. So this is a real challenge. And it's not that dissimilar to what other researchers have found in other parts of the world. It is not just us being, you know, like, what's wrong, Victoria? It's not just Victoria. So let's have a think. I hope you got something of value for connecting in with others. I wonder if anybody wants to share a little bit about something that came up in the conversation. You don't have to unpack the whole narrative, but you know what did you notice? What did you get from listening in or talking with Xayier?

XAYIER O'HALLORAN:
Just, I guess one thing I got out of it, which I think is a key learning and key takeaway, is in our group, we all had different problems and strategies to be used, and I think that also leans on that. You know, staff need to be aware that not one person is gonna fix something. And I guess that's where student voice comes into it as well. You need to use the staff that you have available and the students to as a whole community come to the answer. And I just thought that was a really good summation basically, of the conversation I had and probably most similar to what conversations other people had as well.

HELEN CAHILL:
Thanks, Xayier. I think you pointed to the fact that this is actually a system as a thinking tool, so it does distance people a little bit from the problem and they start to think of it at the big-picture level. And when you do that, it depersonalises it a bit. It's not just about me and you. It's about us. And sometimes, you know, when children use a tool like this, they will point to some of the big social drivers, big problems like family problems and, you know, things that you can't actually change. So one of the things you do is look to, well, some of the causes we can alleviate somewhat and some of our strategies will help reduce the impact of those causes even if they don't remove them. So it's a great tool for getting that kind of metacognitive work going in that sense of shared. We're in this together. OK, I hope you got something for yourself from it. And please feel free to use the chat either to put a little note there, a little put a little pearl there for other people to enjoy or indeed put a question there.

If you have a question that you wish I would get around to dealing with it sometime, but it doesn't look like I'm going to. So what I'd like to share with you now is just a really, I think really beautiful example of the use of student voice in a school improvement strategy. And again, it's in the Northern Territory and there's wonderful work of John Cleary, who was a principal in remote schools, it's primary schools and now is in a very senior role in the department there. And this model, which he named the Learning Commission model, puts students to work on school data. So it could be school attainment data, satisfaction with school data, any form of school data. They learn about data, they choose a problem they want to investigate. They researched the topic with their peers. They report their findings to teachers, suggest interventions, and the schools trial them. Here's a little example of one such effort. In this particular school was a primary school, the kids were looking at learning attainment, and they noticed that progression in reading and numeracy wasn't as great as it could have been.

And they decided that they wanted to understand more how teacher feedback could help learners- that was the problem they wanted to look at. And when they went and talked to other students, they found out that the only feedback those students felt like they got there. This is the only feedback they got and not the only experience they felt like they got was about their behaviour and they really wanted feedback about other stuff. So what did these children as investigators, this brainstorm they should do? What you can see in the little schema here is, first of all, they want they suggested we should go into classes and write down what feedback they give their students. In other words, we should go watch some classes. Suggestion number two was we should go ask teachers, "How do you give feedback to your students?" We should find out from them what they're doing. So we see it from their side. And their third strategy was, "We should go ask the kids a bit more about what kind of feedback your teacher gives and what kind of feedback you think would be useful." So the students did that work and then reported it back to the teachers.

Now, what happened in the encounter is did you get a transformative shift and part of the transformative shift is teachers seeing that the children are their partners and can actually be strong allies in this shared quest school. We want people to learn well at school, and they're quite blown away even that their kids could think up these research strategies. They're quite sophisticated research strategies, right? Observation, interview, interview multiple parties, looking at triangulating your data. So but the other part of the transformative shift is to children get to feel conjointly of value, not just looking after themselves, but looking after and helping their whole school, learning from connecting with others, sharing with the teachers, and the really transformative experience of being listened to deeply by adults who matter in your life. And I have to say I have had similar experiences of how transformative it can be when you ask for student voice on a problem that's affecting the school.

I've had a number of schools ask me to go in and interview their senior students in a secondary school about why their school data is so low on things like, you know, teacher connectedness or I have a teacher who cares, or I've got a central teacher like, why don't our senior students think their teachers are like like them? And I've gone in and run focus groups and the kids go like, what do you mean? What do you mean? A stupid question. That's just not true. They're awesome teachers, they're totally supportive, they're totally on our backs and inside they're great. They even have a joke with us. They're great. I'm like, well, your school data on connectedness to teachers is saying this can you help us understand why they're like, Oh, that's so easy? You just do not feel like filling in a survey. So you go, tick, tick, tick, tick down the middle 'cause that seems fair and you don't have to pay attention. You get it over and done with. And then they're like, Oh, but the teachers are getting cut up about this.

I'm like, yeah. Oh, we never think how it's gonna land. It's not like you're talking to them. So here's the thing. I got to report that back to the school. But it would have been way more powerful if the teachers in that school had done the asking, 'cause they would have got that moment where the kids went, "Well, what do you mean, stupid question?" They're awesome. They would have got that moment and it would have been transformative. And absolutely probably the person who most needed to hear that was the school principal who's worried about what is the data say about my school and da da da da da. So we can get rubbish data out of people. We can get really rubbish data out of people if we don't ask them in ways that they understand and which have meaning for them so that they can bring their best selves to the inquiry. So given how artful we are as teachers as designing meaningful learning experiences, that's why we put that same artistry to work in designing our processes for student voice.

So for asking, for listening, to finding out. So let me just pop you back into having a look at a couple of these slides again. One of the other schools in this quest in the Northern Territory, the same students, sorry, when they came out of the whole process, they decided they would help their teachers with feedback by designing some tools. And remember, these are primary students, but this is a picture of the tools they decided and they had what they called enjoyment meters, and they had a whole section of them and they had colour codes and you had to colour code where you were up to on your enjoyment for the lesson. And then in the notes section, you had to tell your teacher something about to explain why you gave it the score. And so what kids started doing was really doing work to communicate to their teachers about their learning. And the teachers were getting these amazing little pictures and notes, which, if they didn't understand, they could inquire further into. And because the tool was invented by the students, they really wanted to use it.

And so they put a lot of effort into using it. But that's just a little example of what can be made possible when students are involved in making solutions as well as diagnosing and researching problems. So to kind of bring all these threads together a bit, I think what the argument I'm trying to make and hopefully this is just something I'm reminding you of because I'm sure you already know it already is that student voice drives better behaviour, better behaviour engagement is better emotional engagement. We feel happier together, cognitive engagement. We can learn better. Better learning attainment, especially if we're learning with not just learning side by side, we're learning with through collaborative learning that produces a more positive well-being. I feel connected. I feel valued. I feel like I belong. I feel like people are helping me stick at it. They notice my effort and they forgive me when sometimes I just lose it and they help me to get back on track. So positive relationships with teacher, and really very particularly also with peers.

One of the most transformative moments I've experienced in student voice research. I also have a program where I bring adolescents to year nine students into the medical faculty to teach trainee doctors how to talk to young people about sex, drugs and mental health. More sensitive topics. And the kids give their advice to doctors and the doctors are learning and they get these amazing advice and insights from kids. And I'm researching afterwards. I'm asking the students, you know, how was that experience for you? What do you get out of it? And one of the surprising little finds I got out of it was a year nine girl saying, "Yeah, you know what? We just read. We really rethought who the boys are in our class because, you know, we didn't know they had that kind of depth to them. We thought they were pretty shallow and actually, we think they kind of nice now." So what happened was this not only did the students feel differently recognised by adults, they started to see each other differently.

They saw different sides of each other. And that made them feel kind of a lot closer and more able to value each other. Also, I'm just gonna do a little bit of a reminder here. The department is really serious about student voice and it's invested a lot of effort in their resources to remind people of the value of that. As you know, the new Pfizer 2.0 putting learning and wellbeing right in centre is asking us to really lean on the strategies that from a big-picture level value both and notice the way they're intertwined. You familiar with the more recently released high impact wellbeing strategies and notice how much they point to the importance of relationship building, not just teacher relationship with students, but also facilitating good peer relationships such as you do when you provide opportunities for collaborative learning and you know the Amplify resource, which is really focused in on student voice and giving practical tools and ideas for how to activate and amplify student voice in your school.

And yeah, you've got your high impact learning strategies, which are really I've just highlighted collaborative learning and feedback there because we've focused on both of those as really magnetic in ways to attract a whole lot of student voice in the everyday practice of school. So, I'm gonna do a little barrack for one other thing. The Resilience Rights and Respectful Relationships, we authored by myself and my colleagues, provides a really robust social-emotional learning program for kids from foundation up. And I'm going to point to this now because it is dealing with developing the kind of social capabilities, personal capabilities and relationship skills that we all need and we need our kids to have and they need each other to have. And we have got an approach here to guide teachers in this work. I'm currently researching the impact of that program in schools, and children are saying, "We absolutely need this." They're also saying things like, "Even if our teacher doesn't teach it very well, it's still useful." Which is kind of a nice way of saying, you know what, you teachers, you make a difference even if you can't be like the perfect teacher.

So encourage your schools to make use of and provide for social-emotional learning. It's a really, really super powerful strategy for recovery, post-trauma post-disaster, and it's something that we can put in the way of our children. Really, if for no other reason, that within that program children are practicing and learning skills to look out for each other. Here's support skills, how to intervene, how to help seek, how to help each other along, and we need children as our partners in improving the wellbeing of everyone in schools, not just the recipients of our efforts. So this kind of put one more thing out there now. We have an additional challenge we have inherited now in our times, which we could call hate speech. It's being normalised in the world around children. They're being exposed to it on social media and in other media that they watch. There is a greater need now than ever to use student voice to advance citizenship skills, and we need to be mindful that talk can be hurtful, it can hinder things, it can harm or it can help and heal.

So if we set really clear rules for positive regard and respect in our schools and they're the rules of engagement, when we are listening and speaking with each other, we bring respect regardless of difference. Voice is powerful, but it should not be a weapon ever. So if you're thinking about your colleagues, if you're thinking about your staff, remember also student voice can help heal teacher fatigue if we think about the way we set it up. Now, I'm going to play a little game with you now. I do hope some people will play along because kids tell me games are really good for their learning. It's called the Find an Object game. And give us a story, it give us a sign as to how that object symbolises something of value that you could take out of today or something that helps with voice.

RYLEE:
I've got my notes because everything that you said today are tools that we already have access to. There wasn't anything that was brand new. And I think sometimes when you're like, where do I start with this? If it's something new, which for some schools it is knowing that it's all stuff we've already got. I could have grabbed a toolbox, but I don't have one. So my notes are what I've got. But I think that's actually really empowering for us as teachers. Thank you.

HELEN CAHILL:
Yeah.

ERIN SAPOUNTZIS:
So, I've got headphones to represent, just making sure I'm listening to what my students are saying and touching base and using a bit more of that feedback. I don't use it as much as I should.

HELEN CAHILL:
I think it's good. And just remember on a really bad day, just ask for positive, just ask positive questions like what was one of the good things today? Because you know what? Sometimes you just don't wanna hear the rest. OK, thanks, Rylee. You already have it. Just keep doing it. Yeah. What else? Who else has got a little object you can use as a symbol? Come on. Somebody else?

KATIE HULL-BROWN:
Yeah, I have a pencil that has a rubber on the end, which tells me that the work I do, you know, I'm gonna make mistakes and I can rub out things.

CATHERINE HONE:
I've got two things that just came to mind. One is Blue Tech about working together and collaborating, and the other one is a bath bomb, just that positive effect that it could have as it fizzles out to everybody. Yeah, by using student agency employees.

HELEN CAHILL:
Oh, that's lovely. That notion of fizzing out, just becoming part of the water that we swim in. If it's just business as usual around here, just the ways we talk and listen to each other is gonna be like the bath. I'm gonna remember that bath bomb. Now, I'm going to be wishing I had one. And so now here's the thing, we just played a little game as a way to get some feedback, alright? I just wanted to use that game also to remind you that feedback doesn't have to be serious all the time. Teachers and kids can give each other feedback in slightly more "playful", "gamified" or metaphoric ways. Yeah, and when we give feedback that way, we're always surprised because we didn't already know what people were gonna makeup in association with the fact that some kid pulled their shoe up and said, "Oh, I've got my shoe because..." You're like because what? What's the shoe gonna be? Oh, because, you know, like it really puts your foot back on the ground and you can keep going. Oh, great, alright.

So that sounds good. So we can surprise each other. We can be creative with the way we invite feedback. It could be part of the lesson, part of a day and really, this is the time in life when we can bring together joyful strategies as well as attentive listening and speaking and connecting, then I think we'll all be a lot better off.

ROWAN KAYLL:
Yeah, Shelley had a good one. She talked about her highlighter to remind me to highlight the things we're already doing at school or well, at school.

HELEN CAHILL:
Yeah, let me count the ways that you are good. Oh, let me count the ways. And am also good because feedback should also be micro. Let's go in. You know, like we do micro steps in learning all the things you did. Thanks for coming today. Or thanks for being in class. Thanks for having your books here like, whoa. Every time we catch people doing the things we take for granted. But actually, for some people, some days takes a lot of effort. Wow. Let me count the ways in which we're good. And I think we call that appreciative regard. Appreciative regard in the end, doesn't have to come from the fact we are genuinely in their presence of appreciation. We might be in the presence of frustration. Appreciative regard comes because in our mind's eye in the power of our imagination, we can picture there's more going on than we know about. You still showed up. Good on you. We don't have to know the backstory to be convinced and to forgive you. We don't have to know the whole narrative all the time.

We can make up a space where we can say thank you and keep keep barracking for them to just be there and have another go. So, I just wanna barrack for you. You are here. You had another go. I hope you learned that you already know it all already just as we were reminded and cherish some of the things that you do and perhaps recognise that just in doing them, you've been a bath bomb. So some kid's life was already cleaned up because you were there. I don't wanna overstretch that metaphor. So I may be better and back over right now to our hosts and to Rowan.

ROWAN KAYLL:
Thank you very much, Helen. You know and you used the term barracking. I was barracking for you throughout that, Helen, because lots of things that you were saying resonated very strongly with me and it also reminded me that there's lots of people on the call here who are doing these things well as well. And sometimes when it comes to change, look at what you're doing well first and maybe build on that before you start introducing anything new at your school. And I'll bet you there's lots of those ideas around student voice that people are already implementing in their school. Maybe it needs a little bit of enhancement, a little bit more discussion, maybe bubble it up to the surface and things might fly. So, thank you very much, Helen, for all of your input today. From the Academy, not only thanks from us, but certainly from all of the 60 or 70 people who joined us today. Can everyone say thank you, Helen?

HELEN CAHILL:
And thank you. All the best.

ROWAN KAYLL:
Yes. Yell it out. That's the way to do it. Continue your learning journey at the Academy. There are on the slides a couple of programs come out, create middle leaders, which is a program you can sign up for very, very shortly. Unlocking Potential, which is a principal preparation program for those people in the room who aren't far off from that. And if you're joining these sorts of things, you're probably not far off anyway these days. And leading school improvement, which is another program which we're just pushing at the moment. So have a look on the Academy website. There is a survey going into the chat. Please jump on that survey, give us the feedback that we're require to make sure that these sessions are meet your needs because the Academy is there to meet the needs of every teacher right across the state. So we thank you very, very much, Helen. And for the rest of us, jump on that survey. That can be your exit ticket. We'd love to hear some teacher voice on the call, which is really good and a great way of doing that.

So and we wish you all the best in your teaching endeavour for the rest of this term. So, thank you, everyone, and very much good luck. Thank you.
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