
This research document has been 
developed by the Student Wellbeing 
Unit to support schools in their 
explorations of school community 
partnerships within the context of the 
School Improvement Framework. The 
challenges for schools in building 
partnerships ‘beyond the school gate’ 
are many and varied. The document 
seeks to provide ideas for consideration 
by schools to effectively build 
meaningful partnerships (as defined in 
the broadest possible sense) in the 
knowledge that these will contribute to 
improved learning outcomes for 
students.

Within the walls in which any school 
exists, there exists a community. 
Individuals have to get along together; 
they play together; they work together; 
they use a place in common; they share 
materials; they care for their rooms, 
buildings and grounds; and they have 
practically all the institutions that exist in 
the larger outside community.

Henry Harap (1947)

The purpose of a school is to help a family educate a child (Don Edgar 2001).

A school is a community and is part of a 
community.
Children and young people live, learn and grow in communities where strong 
affiliations and personal connections can make a powerful impact on their 
sense of belonging, self-worth and attachment. A school community includes 
students, teachers, parents, parish, community members and organisations 
who work collaboratively to create supportive and inclusive environments that 
promote health, wellbeing and enhanced learning outcomes.

Schools are also vital organisations within communities. They are unique in their 
capacity to reach out to community members, to engage with people of diverse 
backgrounds and access the range of resources and opportunities available.

Carnoy recognises the changes that are taking place in communities and 
says, ‘The central organising point in our society at the neighbourhood level is 
the school – elementary and secondary, as well as childhood development 
centres. Because schools’ location patterns are pervasive and residence-
based, and because sociability is made easier through children’s connections, 
school could become the platform for a variety of neighbourhood issues’ 
(OECD 2001, pp. 53).

Too often the school is spoken of as the provider of education and the 
important role and contributions of other institutions are minimised in the 
process. Joyce Epstein in School/Family/Community Partnerships (1995) 
says, ‘The three major contexts in which students learn and grow [are] the 
family, the school, and the community.’

If this is where learning and growth of young people takes place then it is 
reasonable to assert that the more these three institutions work together on 
education, the more effective the learning outcomes will be.

‘A school community partnership is a collaborative relationship among the 
family, school, and community designed primarily to produce positive 
educational and social outcomes for children and youth, while being mutually 
beneficial to all parties involved’ (Ellis & Hughes 2002).

There has been much research over the past decade that demonstrates the 
vital role that families play in the success of their children and the success of 
the school. Henderson and Mapp (2002) concluded that ‘the evidence is 
consistent, positive and convincing: families have a major influence on their 
children’s achievement in school and through life’.
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Parents are involved in school education. As Bastiani (1989) 
puts it, ‘parents are their children’s first educators’ and 
therefore parents play a vital and ongoing role in teaching 
young people.

‘Parents have a particularly important role to play in the 
educating community, since it is to them that primary and 
natural responsibility for their children’s education belongs’ 
(Congregation for Catholic Education 1997).

If this concept, that the main contributors to the education of 
young people within society are the family, the school and the 
community, is agreed with, then how best can these three key 
influences work together to ensure the best possible 
outcomes are achieved. Schools have a choice; they can work 
with parents and the community or they can work in isolation 
from others. There is ample evidence to support the view that 
working together is better, that is, it is more effective and 
produces better outcomes.

Schools can influence this involvement by helping to create 
positive partnerships between school and community, where 
parents, students and teachers become partners in learning. 
Joyce Epstein et al. (2002) identified a number of elements of 
involvement: These are:

Create a positive home environment – this involves 
assisting families with parenting skills and setting home 
conditions to support learning.

Improve communication – there needs to be effective 
strategies for home-to-school and school-to-home 
communication.

Volunteers – schools can provide opportunities for volunteers 
to contribute to the life of the school at different times and 
locations and in a variety of ways.

Promote learning at home – opportunities for parents to 
assist with homework and other curriculum activities and to 
influence students’ decision-making.

Include parents in decision-making – schools need to 
include families as participants in decision-making, to develop 
parent leaders and to enable parents to influence school 
climate and direction.

Collaborate with the community – schools can help 
coordinate resources and services from the community for 
families, students and the school and they can provide 
services to the community.

How does social capital impact on 
schooling?
Robert Putman in Bowling Alone (Putman 2000) contends that 
social capital and education are not only linked but indeed 
education is an indicator or measure of social capital. James 
Coleman was one of the main sociologists who developed 
thinking around social capital in the 1980s. In his work 
studying the differences between schools in the USA he 
concluded that when social capital is high there are 
educational benefits (McGaw 2007).

The OECD publication, The Wellbeing of Nations (2001), uses 
the following definition of social capital: ‘networks together 
with shared norms, values and understandings that facilitate 
cooperation within or among groups’.

West-Burnham and Otero conclude that ‘social capital is essentially 
about networks, trust, engagement, communication, shared values, 
aspirations and interconnectedness’ (West-Burnham & Otero 2004).

In Schools and Communities – working together to transform 
children’s lives, West-Burnham et al. (2007) discuss in some 
detail the social context of education and the school 
improvement agenda in particular. Underpinning their 
approach is a study of the variables that influence a child’s 
educational success and life chances.

They contend that ‘if 80% of student achievement is explained 
by student background and then only 20% is attributable to 
the school, then schools show a wide range of effectiveness’
(West-Burnham et al. 2007, p. 20).

Adapted from West-Burnham et al. 2007
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The social factors that they identify as being important in 
influencing educational success or otherwise are: the quality of 
family life, the level of wealth or poverty, the level of social 
capital in the community and the social class of the family. 
Schools work best when all these factors are positive and 
available to a high level. With respect to school improvement 
and effectiveness it is the ‘level of social capital in the 
community’ that the school can influence most directly.
This causes us to consider the relationship between social 
capital and education. In what ways does education contribute 
to the development of an individual’s social capital and how 
does social capital influence educational outcomes? Tom 
Bentley at the Centre for Strategic Education Symposium 
summarised the relationship well when he commented that ‘the 
best we can tell from the evidence at this stage is that social 
capital is somehow both cause and effect’ (Redman 2007, p. 6).

School – Community 
Connectedness & Wellbeing
There is a strong and mutual interconnection between 
wellbeing and learning. The Future of Schooling in Australia 
(Federalist Paper 2 2007) recognised that building 
partnerships between schools, families and the community 
enhances student learning, values, aspirations and wellbeing. 
‘Schools can better address barriers to learning and teaching 
and promote positive development when they are an integral 
and positive part of the community’ (Taylor 2000, p. 299). 
School connectedness and school climate therefore are 
directly related to the role of school community in promoting 
wellbeing. When students feel happy and connected to their 
school, they are more likely to participate more fully, to build 
stronger, more positive relationships and avoid risky 
behaviours.

School community partnerships have the capacity to weave 
together a critical mass of resources and strategies to support 
students and their families. Such resources are not limited to 
service agencies. Within a community schools can establish 
enriching links with a variety of people, businesses, 
community-based organisations, faith-based civic groups, 
local government, other educational facilities and health and 
recreational clubs. Community partnerships give the schools 
the capacity to connect young people and their families to role 
models and life options. These partnerships provide 
opportunities that enhance young people’s social, emotional 

and physical development. They offer students a source of 
social capital – the network and relationships that create a 
sense of belonging and communicate the importance of 
education and belief in the future (Blank, Melaville & Shah 
2003). As Holloway (2004, p. 89) suggests, ‘efforts to improve 
student performance must focus on the community as a 
whole, not just on the school.’

The research from the Australian Council for Educational 
Research’s (ACER) longitudinal surveys of Australian youth 
(Marks et al. 2001; Fullarton 2002) found that student 
participation in a wide range of activities led to improved 
wellbeing and closer connections to the school community. In 
turn, this had positive flow-on effects to academic 
performance including increased skills, greater engagement 
with learning, more positive attitudes, and improved 
transitions into the workforce, further education or training 
(ACER 2007). Epstein (2005) also states that high quality 
partnerships ‘contribute to positive results for students, 
including improved achievement, attendance and behaviour’.

Hands (2005) identified several other benefits that resulted 
from the development of school–community partnerships 
including: 

• schools raising their profiles in the community 
• students increasing their social capital by being 

exposed to the expertise and knowledge of others in the 
community 

• community opportunities leading to employment for some 
students after partnership activities finished 

• a renewed focus on civics and citizenship among 
students. 

Effective school–community partnerships can bring a wide 
range of benefits to students, schools and communities.
These partnerships are characterised by the following key 
principles identified in the Family–School Partnerships 
Framework (DEEWR 2008):

• Sharing of power, responsibility and ownership, with each 
party having a different role

• A degree of mutuality that begins with the process of 
listening to each other and that incorporates responsive 
dialogue and give-and-take on both sides

• Shared aims and goals based on a common 
understanding of the educational needs of children

• A commitment to joint action.
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Community development has to be central to the school 
community sphere of the school improvement agenda. It is 
hard to see how schools can improve their effectiveness 
without understanding their community, its needs and culture, 
without helping to build capacity within the community and 
without creating a sense of belonging between a school and 
its wider community.

‘Community building must become the heart of any school 
improvement effort’ (Sergiovanni 1994).

A strong underlying theme of the One Body – Many Parts: 
Strategy Plan 2006–2010 for Catholic Education in the 

Archdiocese of Melbourne is ‘working together’. This strategy 
highlights the importance of strengthening partnerships.
A key strategy used to guide and support schools in building 
these key partnerships is the School Improvement Framework 
(SIF), which is the basis of the school review process. The 
School Improvement Framework promotes an inquiry 
approach to determine action planning within the local school 
context. It is a self-reflection process that requires schools to 
monitor and evaluate the extent to which they are achieving 
the standards to which they aspire. The five key spheres of 
schooling incorporated in the Catholic School Vision also 
provide the structure for the School Self-reflection Report.

Figure 1. CEOM School Improvement Framework

Aspects 
of Student 
Wellbeing

Student Engagement
Student Connectedness

Classroom Climate
Inclusion

Prevention to 
Intervention

Aspects 
of Community

Wider Community
Parish

School Board
Parents

Enrolments
Social Justice
Accessibility

School Improvement Framework

School Improvement & the links with school community
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The five spheres are:

• Education in Faith
• Learning and Teaching
• Leadership and Management
• Student Wellbeing
• School Community.

As indicated within Figure 1, the School Improvement 
Framework acknowledges the importance of recognising the 
interdependence of the five spheres of schooling. The aspects 
of community and student wellbeing included in Figure 1 (see 
opposite page), are neither exhaustive nor prescriptive. The 
School Improvement Framework seeks to support schools in 
establishing the organisational conditions that support 
continuous improvement, ensure that the unique features of 
each school situation are recognised and that strategies are 
built on the basis of an analysis of that particular context.
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The Catholic Education Office Melbourne 
Student Wellbeing Unit has portfolio 
responsibility for the implementation of 
Restorative Practices in Catholic primary 
and secondary schools across the 
Archdiocese of Melbourne. Through an 
Expression of Interest process schools 
are selected to engage in a phased 
approach to introducing Restorative 
Practices in the context of a whole 
school approach to student wellbeing. 
Participation includes Professional 
Learning, resource provision and 
guidance and support from Education 
Officers who assist schools to embed 
and sustain the strategy using the School 
Improvement Framework and the Annual 
Action Plan as key structural supports. 
Schools are encouraged to collect data 
related to student management and 
classroom organisation and in particular 
to monitor the impact of the use of 
Restorative Practices strategies on 
student behaviours. The participation of 
the whole school community including 
parents is an important dimension of the 
successful implementation of the strategy 
at the school level.

‘It is not small people who ask for forgiveness. It is large hearted, magnanimous, 
courageous people who are ready to say what are some of the most difficult 
words in any language: “I am sorry”. But once uttered, they open the way to a new 
opportunity, the possibility of a new beginning, the chance to start again, having 
learnt a lesson from the past’.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1998)

Definition
Restorative: to give back; to repair the harm and rebuild; to reintegrate the 
person(s) who did the harm; restore a sense of wellbeing and connection.

The philosophy and practice of restorative justice in schools is to promote 
resilience in both the one who is harmed and the one who causes harm. It is 
about helping young people become aware of the impact of their behaviour on 
others through personal accountability and being open to learning from conflict 
situations Marist Youth Care, Sydney (2004).

Rationale
Education in schools is largely about relationships, which can often develop 
into conflicts which require resolution, forgiveness and healing. Restorative 
practices help students learn from their mistakes and reconcile and resolve 
problems with others.

The aim of this initiative is for schools to develop an understanding of 
restorative justice and learn skills and practices for use in the classroom. It is 
acknowledged that these prevention measures may lead to and / or require 
the use of interventions for more serious offences.

It is hoped that consistent use of restorative practices in a school setting will 
change attitudes and represent a philosophical shift in thinking about students 
and problem behaviours away from the use of punishment, to the management 
of situations using a restorative approach.
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This research document has been 
developed by the Student Wellbeing 
Unit to assist Student Wellbeing 
Coordinators in the understanding 
of evidence-based research and 
literature about student wellbeing. It 
explores the links between student 
wellbeing and improved student 
learning outcomes.

The Catholic School
Pastoral care in Catholic schools 
affirms and gives expression to the 
belief that ‘the person of each individual 
human being, in his or her material and 
spiritual needs, is at the heart of Christ’s 
teaching: this is why the promotion of the 
human person is the goal of the Catholic 
school.

CECV Policy 1.14 February 2008
(Revised)

Wellbeing is Central to Learning and School Improvement
Wellbeing refers to students’ physical, social and emotional wellbeing and 
development. Evidence suggests that these elements are integral rather 
than incidental to learning. Learner will find it difficult to engage with learning 
programs if they are distracted by significant physical, social and emotional 
issues.

Staff play an important role in fostering engagement and wellbeing so that 
students are able to achieve their best and enjoy their educational experience 
(DECS Statement of Directors 2005–2010, p. 8 in the Working Paper South 
Australia, Dept of Education and Children’s Services, 2005, p. 3).

The Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in Australia in the 
Twenty First Century (MCEETYA, 2000) states:

Schooling provides a foundation for young Australians’ intellectual, physical, 
social, moral, spiritual and aesthetic development. By providing a supportive and 
nurturing environment, school contributes to the development of students’ sense 
of self worth, enthusiasm for learning and optimism for the future (p. 1).

The Catholic Education Office Melbourne (CEOM) Student Wellbeing Unit 
Strategy provides the opportunity to develop a congruence between the 
CEOM Strategy Plan 2006–2010 and the evidence base related to student 
wellbeing. Emerging evidence in recent years promotes schools as key sites 
for the promotion of social emotional wellbeing emphasising the promotion 
of mental health. Through the development of a whole-school approach to 
wellbeing there is an opportunity to contribute to the School Improvement 
agenda through the development of an optimal learning environment for all 
students. This requires a prevention to postvention approach.

The strategy is designed to meet Federal and State government requirements 
and accountabilities in relation to the National Safe Schools Framework 
(NSSF), National School Drug Education Strategy (NSDES) and Victorian 
Essential Learning Standards (VELS), and align with the School Improvement 
Framework. These frameworks relate to the social, emotional and specific 
health-related areas of the curriculum.

The student wellbeing strategy is designed to support Catholic schools in 
the development of relevant policy that supports schools in maximising 
improvement in learning through the development of an optimal learning 
environment through the provision of safe and supportive schools.
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This research document has been 
prepared by the Student Wellbeing Unit 
of the Catholic Education Office 
Melbourne (CEOM). It is designed to 
enhance the role of Student Wellbeing 
Coordinators through exploring 
evidence-based research related to the 
role of clusters as a key structural 
support to teachers and leaders in 
schools in implementing a whole-school 
approach to student wellbeing.

In 2008 every Student Wellbeing 
Coordinator in primary schools in the 
Archdiocese of Melbourne will be part 
of a cluster.

Evidence-based research outlined in 
this document indicates that 
participation by schools in clusters 
contributes to an environment of shared 
learning and development, innovation 
and creativity, and collegial support. 

It is with these key aspects in mind that 
the Student Wellbeing Unit has chosen 
clusters as a key structural support to 
Student Wellbeing Coordinators in their 
role.

What is a cluster?
A cluster is a group of schools that work together for a specific purpose. They 
can be issue based, geographically determined, they can be short-term, long-
term or even on-going. Schools can and do belong to, and function within a 
number of clusters, each for seemingly different reasons.

Why do we have clusters?
In an environment where most planning, resourcing and delivery of education 
is focussed on the individual school, why have clusters? Why develop 
programs, services initiatives that involve clusters?

Is it primarily a cost issue? That is, is it less expensive to support clusters 
rather than allocating sufficient resources for each school, or is there some 
other underpinning reason. In some instances there are economies of scale 
that can be achieved through working together but this is only part of the 
reason. There are many advantages to schools ‘working together’ beyond 
economic.

Programs and initiatives that have used clustering as an implementation 
strategy appear to have focussed on:

• Overcoming isolation – geographic and/or social
• Innovation and creativity
• Cross year level (P–12) and/or cross sector
• Shared learning and development
• Community involvement.

As an education community there is much to gain from working together, 
sharing good practice and supporting each other in the work. The different 
perspectives and shared experiences are important elements of what makes 
clustering worthwhile and interesting.

Produced and published by the Catholic Education 
Office Melbourne, James Goold House, 
228 Victoria Parade, East Melbourne Victoria 3002.
© Catholic Education Office Melbourne, April 2008
ISBN (Document 4): 0 86407 359 3
ISBN (Set): 0 86407 336 4
Printed by Snap Printing, 673 Spencer Street, 
West Melbourne Victoria 3003

CLUSTERS Research Document 4

Catholic Educat ion Of f ice
A rc h d i o c e s e  o f  M e l b o u r n e

Student Wellbeing
Central to Learning and School Improvement

‘The best way to encourage teachers to share knowledge 
within a school is to get them to share knowledge with others 
outside the school, improving teaching and learning through 
partnership working between schools.’ (Bentley, 2002)
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This research document has been 
developed by the Student Wellbeing 
Unit to support schools and in particular 
Student Wellbeing Coordinators in 
the development and implementation 
of a Social Emotional Learning (SEL) 
strategy at the school level. The context 
is School Improvement and the location 
of SEL within a whole school approach to 
student wellbeing.
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• Key Terms

• References
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Education has been defined as learning to know, learning to do, learning to be and 
learning to live together. Until now, knowing and doing have dominated … . This is 
set to change (Roffey 2006).

Towards a definition
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is the process through which we learn 
to recognise and manage emotions, care about others, make good decisions, 
behave ethically and responsibly, develop positive relationships, and avoid 
negative behaviours (Elias et al. 1997).

In the school learning context, SEL is the process for integrating thinking, 
feeling and behaviour to achieve important social/life tasks, meet personal 
and social needs and develop the skills necessary to become a productive, 
contributing member of society.

Rationale
Multiple, robust research studies in recent years demonstrate that strong 
social and emotional skills facilitate academic development, enhancing a 
student’s success both at school and in the life pursuits that follow.

Educators, researchers and policy makers are increasingly aware of the 
importance of SEL as an integral part of education. This strategic inclusion 
will ensure that the school’s main purpose and mission – ‘development of 
the whole person (spiritually, intellectually, morally, physically, socially and 
emotionally)’ is fulfilled (CEOM 2006).

Benefits of SEL
SEL has been demonstrated to:
• increase academic competence
• increase motivation to learn
• reduce anxiety 
• improve attention 
• improve study skills 
• increase commitment to school and the time devoted to school work 
• improve school attendance 
• reduce suspensions and expulsions (CASEL 2006)
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