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Acknowledgement of Country  
 

  
 

Our work takes place across Victoria.   

YACVic’s head office is on the lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation in 
Naarm (Melbourne). We also have offices on the lands of the Gunditjmara Nation in 
Warrnambool, and on the lands of the Wemba Wemba and Wadi Wadi Nations  in 
Swan Hill.   

YACVic pays our respects to Elders past and present for their wisdom, strength, 
support and leadership. Bunjil’s lore states that those who walk on this land must 
care for Country and the waterways as well as care for the children and young people.    

We stand in solidarity to pay respect to the ongoing culture and continued history of 
all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander nations. Sovereignty was never ceded.    
This always was, and always will be, Aboriginal land.  
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About YACVic 
Youth Affairs Council Victoria (YACVic) is the peak body and leading policy advocate 
for young people aged 12–25 and the youth sector in Victoria. Our vision is that young 
Victorians have their rights upheld and are valued as active participants in their 
communities. As a peak body, we work closely with young Victorians, and the sector 
that supports them, to deliver effective advocacy, events, training, resources and 
support – so that young people can live their best lives. We’re driven by our valuable 
members and their vision for a positive future for young Victorians.   
   
YACVic Rural is our advocacy and development arm focused on rural and regional 
young people and the youth sector throughout Victoria, with a physical presence in 
the Great South Coast and Southern Mallee regions.  

About YDAS 
Youth Disability and Advocacy Service (YDAS) is Victoria’s only advocacy service that 
works directly with young people with disability to achieve their human rights. Young 
people aged 12–25 with disability can access our free individual advocacy service if 
they need advice or help. 

YDAS also does ongoing systemic advocacy work to improve policy around issues 
that are important to young people with disability. 
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YACVic Submission: Inquiry into the State 
Education System in Victoria 

 
Introduction 
School plays a crucial role in supporting children and young people’s development, 
wellbeing and good mental health. Schools can set young people up to reach their full 
potential and lead healthy and fulfilling lives. To do this, schools must be safe, 
inclusive and supportive for all young people, regardless of their background or 
circumstance.  

YACVic welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Victorian Department of 
Education Inquiry into the State Education System in Victoria (‘the Inquiry’).  

YACVic’s submission responds to the Inquiry’s following terms of reference: 

(3) the current state of student wellbeing in Victoria, including but not limited 
to the impact of State Government interventions, following the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, to address poor mental health in students, school 
refusal, and broader student disengagement; and, 

(5) examples of best practice in other jurisdictions and educational settings 
used to improve student learning outcomes and wellbeing. 

Following on from the Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System, we are 
pleased the Victorian Government have introduced a whole-of-school approach to 
supporting student wellbeing. While this indicates a shared understanding of the 
importance of supporting student mental health and wellbeing, many challenges 
remain.  

To support ongoing reform this submission provides deep insight into the youth 
sector’s experience of mental health and wellbeing in schools. This is followed by 
examples of best practice models and innovative practice to strengthen the capacity 
of teaching and welfare staff, and to identify and support those students who require 
specialised care to thrive. 

Methodology 

YACVic conducted four online consultations to inform our submission.  

Participants included fourteen representatives from Victorian youth sector 
organisations, with specialist expertise in primary and secondary education, mental 
health and wellbeing, alcohol and other drugs (AOD), youth justice, student voice, 
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disability, family violence and Aboriginal health and education. This also included 
representation from rural and regional areas.  

The submission has also been informed by recent consultations conducted by 
YACVic and the Youth Disability Advocacy Service (YDAS), including: 

• YACVic’s submission to the Inquiry into the 2022 Flood Event in Victoria  
• YACVic’s submission to the Suicide Prevention and Response Strategy (2022) 
• YDAS' submission to the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect, and 

Exploitation of Disabled people (2022) 
 

Summary of Recommendations  

Poor mental health, school disengagement and ‘school 
can’t’ 
Recommendation 1: Shift the language of ‘school refusal’ to ‘school can’t’. The term 
‘school refusal’ misrepresents a student’s absence from school as an individual 
choice, rather than the result of multiple external and systemic factors.  

Recommendation 2: Redefine attendance mandates to consider the young person’s 
mental health and wellbeing and other presenting issues, such as homelessness, 
family violence, experiences of trauma and AOD use dependence. 

Recommendation 3: Mainstream flexible in-school learning options to support 
students with diverse learning needs to remain supported and engaged in school. 
Flexible learning options to be individualised, student-centred and student-led to 
ensure they are appropriate and accessible for all young people.  

School suspension and expulsion  
Recommendation 4: Invest in place-based collaboration to support trauma-
informed, early intervention and prevention initiatives for young people in schools, 
rather than reactive punitive responses. The Inquiry to note TARGET ZERO as a model 
for further exploration and scale. 

Impact of COVID-19 and disasters on student wellbeing 
Recommendation 5: Ensure education is inclusive and accessible to all young 
people, including those who do not benefit from mainstream school settings.  

Recommendation 6: Increase funding and access to flexible and remote learning 
models. 



7 
 

 

Recommendation 7: Schools, supported by their community, to develop long-term, 
preventative and student co-designed plans for future disasters, to include: 

• planning for school closures;  

• supporting students to remain engaged with school or take time off; and, 

• supporting schools to distribute accurate and timely information to student, 
families and carers about the disaster, including supports available. 

Alcohol and other drug use, including vaping 
Recommendation 8: Schools to provide health-based responses first to young 
people in schools who use AOD, with a focus on prevention, harm reduction, and 
service support. 

Recommendation 9: Implement a comprehensive state-wide AOD teaching and 
welfare staff AOD education package, to include: 

• the function of drug use in young people, the impact of stigma and co-
occurring mental health and AOD use; 

• best-practice responses to vaping, including integrating vaping education 
within broader alcohol and other drug school’s education program; and,  

• best-practice policy and procedure support.  

Recommendation 10: Increase funding for youth workers in schools who are skilled 
in having conversations around AOD, to support young people who use AOD 
(including vaping) to access support when and if they need it. 

Embedded services in schools 
Recommendation 11: Increase funding and scale up the embedded services model in 
high-need schools, to support and respond to young people’s co-occurring issues – 
such as mental health and AOD.  Models to use a generalist youth work model and be 
based on best-practice principles including strength-based, person-centred, trauma-
informed, family inclusive and intersectional. 

Recommendation 12:  Ensure all youth workers in schools are paid at Social 
Community, Home Care and Disability Services (SCHADS) award level, to increase job 
attractiveness, retention and workforce capacity. 

Community-based support services 
Recommendation 13: Fund schools adequately to have capacity to build 
relationships and collaborate with local youth and family support services and 
programs.  
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Recommendation 14: Increase investment and resources to youth and community 
services to:  

• ensure staff are provided with manageable caseloads and secure contracts; 
and, 

• scale up existing place-based programs to connect schools with community. 

Recommendation 15: Invest in upstream support to identify and provide wrap-
around support to children in early years of school at risk of educational 
disengagement.  

Support for teachers and school staff 
Recommendation 16: Provide regular and ongoing trauma-informed professional 
development to teachers and other school staff to better understand: 

• the impacts of trauma on child brain development and its effect on behaviour; 
and, 

• how to identify and respond to students impacted by trauma, such as 
adjusting their learning, having conversations about mental health and 
suicide, and linking them in with relevant services and supports. 

Support for families, parents, and carers 
Recommendation 17: Provide dedicated funding for schools to build positive and 
supportive relationships with parents, families, and/or carers. To strengthen: 

• provision of information, education, and support on key adolescent-related 
issues – such as mental health, eating disorders, alcohol and other drugs and 
accessing support. 

• partnerships with health promotion agencies to ensure widespread delivery of 
evidence-based information.  

Support for Priority groups 
Recommendation 18: Consider the different and unique learning, wellbeing, and 
accessibility needs of young people from priority groups. This requires ongoing 
consultation with community organisations with specialist expertise and lived 
experience in each priority group.   

Recommendation 19: Co-design resources and training with young people in priority 
groups for teachers and other school staff to improve the school environment and 
reduce instances of bullying and harassment. 
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Disabled students 
Recommendation 20: Use co-design methods with disabled students and ensure 
their voices and expertise are meaningfully included when developing educational 
policy or designing services.  

Recommendation 21: Co-design and embed principles of disability inclusion and 
neurodiversity into Resilience, Rights and Respectful relationships curriculum to 
promote a meaningful, whole-of-school approach to address disability-related 
bullying and exclusion. 

Recommendation 22: Ensure implementation of all recommendations regarding 
inclusive education from the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and 
Exploitation of People with Disability’s Final Report,1 including recommendations 7.1 – 
7.15.  

Support for middle years 
Recommendation 23: Increase the availability of mental health and other support 
services for children in their middle years (8 to 12 years old).  

Recommendation 24: Improve consistency of student information sharing between 
schools, particularly the flow of information from primary school to secondary school.  

Youth voice in schools  
Recommendation 25: Establish a student mental health taskforce to consult with 
students about their experiences and report back to government. 
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Key findings 

1. Current State of Student Wellbeing  

1.1 Poor mental health, school disengagement and ‘School Can’t’ 

What we heard: 

Overwhelmingly, we heard there has been a rise in poor mental health among 
students, negatively impacting school engagement and learning outcomes. 
Specifically, an increase in youth suicide in some communities and more broadly 
self-harm, depression, and widespread social anxiety. Several participants spoke to 
the profound impacts of grief associated with youth suicide on young people, 
families, schools, and the broader community.  

Participants highlighted young people are increasingly disengaging from school due 
to mental health challenges or perceived lack of safety at school. Importantly, some 
consultation attendees talked about reframing the language around school refusal, 
highlighting young people experience ‘school can’t.’ The language of ‘school can’t’ 
considers the anxiety, stress and sensory overwhelm experienced at the prospect of 
attending school, which can result in ongoing school absences.2 Reframing 'school 
refusal' as ‘school can’t’ recognises the issues (and required solutions) are systemic, 
rather than being with the young person themself.  

Participants discussed groups more frequently experiencing mental health 
challenges, school disengagement, and ‘school can’t’ are disabled students, Lesbian, 
Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex and Asexual (LGBTQIA+) students, rural 
and regional students, and those with experiences of family violence.  

Consistently, we heard many mainstream schools focus on attendance without 
considering wellbeing. We heard there is an urgent need to prioritise wellbeing and 
inclusive education, so all students can be supported. For example, through student-
centred education approaches and flexible learning options. This may see schools 
work alongside students to develop Individual Education Plans (IEPs) that consider 
the young person’s current learning experience and needs, along with their 
presenting issues.  

Participants spoke about the success they have seen when young people with poor 
school attendance lead their own timetabling and flexible workloads. Importantly, 
flexible learning must be student-led to maintain student agency, engagement, and 
support positive self-esteem. 
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What the evidence says: 

When children and young people are supported to have positive mental health and 
wellbeing, they are better equipped to cope with life’s stresses, meaningfully 
participate in day-to-day life and take on learning and social opportunities at school.3 
Conversely, poor mental health and wellbeing can make it difficult for students to 
learn, engage with school and make meaningful social connections.4  

As many as one in five children and young people are experiencing poor social and 
emotional wellbeing.5 Students experiencing poor mental health have double the 
number of absent school days; this means by Year 9 they are on average 1.5 – 2 years 
behind in learning outcomes.6 

Statewide data indicates that up to 10,000 young people from Years 9 – 12 are 
disengaging from education each year.7 For a young person experiencing ‘school 
can’t,’ the onsite educational environment is not a safe, inclusive and accessible 
learning environment.8 This can be linked to experiences such as childhood trauma, 
family violence, bullying, learning difficulties and poor mental health.9  

Autistic students and students with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
are twice as likely to experience ‘school can’t.’10 Additionally, LGBTQIA+ students 
frequently experience negative school environments, discrimination, and bullying, 
leading to disengagement.11  

Poor mental health and wellbeing outcomes are also more pronounced for students 
in out of home care,12 from historically marginalised and disadvantaged 
backgrounds, from rural and remote areas, and for First Nations students.13  

To support student engagement and participation in learning, school must be a safe 
environment and inclusive of student’s functional needs. For example, creation of 
IEPs including flexible workload, timetabling, and assessments.14  

Recommendations: 

(1) Shift the language of ‘school refusal’ to ‘school can’t.’ The term ‘school refusal’ 
misrepresents a student’s absence from school as an individual choice, rather 
than the result of multiple external and systemic factors.  

(2) Redefine attendance mandates to consider the young person’s mental health and 
wellbeing and other presenting issues, such as homelessness, family violence, 
experiences of trauma and AOD use dependence. 

(3) Mainstream flexible in-school learning options to support students with diverse 
learning needs to remain supported and engaged in school. Flexible learning 
options to be individualised, student-centred and student-led to ensure they are 
appropriate and accessible for all young people. 
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1.2 Complexity of need and best practice responses  

What we heard: 

We heard widespread consensus about an increase in adolescent violence at school 
and out of school, with participants discussing a rise in police call outs, affrays, and 
knife attacks. Participants also discussed a rise in bullying, cyberbullying, and peer-
to-peer discrimination, with some attendees specifically noting racism and 
misogyny.  

Consistently we heard children and young people are struggling to regulate their 
emotions, stress levels and behaviours, notably in relation to school-related 
stressors. For example, an inability to participate in exams due to high stress.  

Participants discussed these behaviours in conjunction with increasing family and 
domestic violence – related to parental substance use and young people as both 
victims and perpetrators of violence. Additionally, we heard about increases in the 
complexity of co-occurring issues across mental health, family violence, and AOD, 
compounded by the current cost-of-living crisis.  

Importantly, we heard there is an urgent need for schools to move away from punitive 
responses (suspension and expulsion), to understand and respond to the reasons 
behind these behaviours. It was emphasised by participants that when a young 
person in school needs the greatest support, they are instead given the message they 
are unimportant and unwanted.  

Students require a student-centred, trauma-informed, health and community-service 
based response to address underlying causes of behaviour, rather than punitive 
measures. Participants also highlighted the need for schools to support emotional 
regulation early in children before they reach adolescence.  

What the evidence says: 

Neuroscience on brain development tells us adolescence is a risk period for 
emotional dysregulation and that learning to regulate emotions is a crucial skill for 
behaviour management and effective learning at school.15  
 
We know school is not just about academic learning and cognitive engagement, but 
also about support, emotional and behavioural engagement, and social 
connectedness.16 During periods of COVID-19 remote learning, students’ emotional 
and behavioural scaffolding by schools was limited, and further compounded by 
challenges at home – such as a rise in family violence.17  
 
Consequently, experiences of emotional dysregulation and trauma impact mental ill-
health, substance abuse, and other health issues.18  As well as ongoing negative 
impacts on learning ability, sense of belonging to the school community and 
educational engagement.19 Despite this, students report teachers have limited 
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Services talked about their success supporting schools to provide health-based 
responses to student substance use. This aims to reduce and prevent AOD related 
harm in young people through: 

• Identifying and actively engaging young people who require additional 
supports;  

• Provision of harm reduction information; 
• Supported referrals to AOD services; and, 
• Embedded AOD youth workers in schools.  

What the evidence says: 

We know connection to school and a sense of belonging serves as a protective factor 
for use of AOD and that schools can play a role in preventing and delaying AOD use. 
For example, through implementing evidence-based AOD education programs.31 Here 
it should be noted vaping education provided as ‘one-off’ sessions can have the 
counter effect of normalising vaping. Vaping education should be delivered as part of 
the broader AOD education and should avoid fear or scare tactics as this is known to 
be ineffective and impacts teacher credibility.32 

We know young people use AOD for a range of reasons, along with developmentally 
appropriate risk taking these reasons may include to: 

• build confidence 
• lose weight 
• fit in with peers 
• sleep or study 
• relax 
• cope with trauma  
• deal with emotional pain  
• cope with mental ill health or physical pain.33  

Most young people who experiment with AOD don’t go on to experience significant 
harm.34  For those who do require support for their substance use, stigma often 
serves as a barrier to accessing help.35 Reducing stigma around substance use and 
having trusted workers create rapport and safe spaces to have conversations about 
their substance use can support young people to access the help they need when 
they need it.36 

Currently, AOD use in school often results in student suspension or expulsion.37 
Schools must be supported to implement a health-based response, noting the 
discussed correlation between punitive measures and youth engagement with the 
justice system.  
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• feeling unsafe to talk to school staff or the wellbeing team about their issues  

• significant wait lists for services or teachers having to take on wellbeing roles, 
associated with staffing challenges and high caseloads 

• silos between welfare and teaching departments (specifically year level 
coordinators), resulting in limited communication and transparency regarding 
student wellbeing needs and outcomes. 

Participants talked about the role of schools being able to support better access . See 
recommendation (11). 

What the evidence says: 

It is well-documented young people are highly vulnerable to the emergence of mental 
ill health but face significant barriers to help-seeking and service access.38 Evidence 
about these barriers aligns to what we heard in our service sector consultations, 
including lack of services, limited awareness of services, cost, system complexity, 
long-waitlists, lack of transport options, and stigma.39  

We also know marginalised young people experience greater barriers to service 
access, including those living in rural and regional locations, disabled students, 
migrants and refugees, and Aboriginal and Torress Strait Islander students.40  

2.2 Embedded services in schools  

What we heard: 

Schools play a critical role in delivering specialist intervention for children and young 
people across health, education and relational support.  

To address service access barriers participants consistently spoke to the value of 
embedding support services within schools to improve early intervention and 
prevention, accessibility, student engagement and mental health outcomes. 

Embedded services can include generalist youth workers, specialist drug and alcohol 
counsellors, or other professionals, working within schools, in the classrooms and 
alongside teachers and wellbeing staff. 
 
Participants spoke to the following principles to successfully deliver the embedded 
services model: 

1. Service providers are embedded into high-need schools  
• Services are deeply embedded into high-need schools to respond to place-

based needs, to identify and respond to a student’s multiple and co-occurring 
issues and to support teaching and wellbeing staff.  
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3. Connection between school and community: support for 
teachers, families, parents and carers 

3.1 Support for teachers and school staff 

What we heard: 

We know teachers play a crucial role in supporting student wellbeing and mental 
health. While acknowledging that supporting student wellbeing is not the primary 
role of teachers, participants emphasised the need for teachers to be empowered 
with the knowledge, information and training on how to identify and support 
students at risk of disengagement. Specifically, with supporting mental health and 
understanding trauma-driven behaviours. 

In a discussion regarding the rise in youth suicide, several participants noted the role 
of teachers and school staff in supporting those affected by grief, citing the 
importance of trauma-informed training.  

Embedding services in schools and connecting schools to wrap-around specialist 
support services was identified as key to capacity building and professional 
development for teachers to identify, understand and respond to trauma-driven 
behaviours.  

Consultation attendees spoke to the significant issue of retaining teachers and 
school staff, particularly for rural and regional areas. Participants described how 
staffing shortages create challenges for students to build trust and respectful 
relationships with their teachers, as well as inconsistency in curriculum teaching. 

What the evidence says: 

A student’s perceived connection to teachers and their school community is crucial 
for student engagement.52 When students feel unsupported by teachers, or that 
teachers only care about poor performance, they are more likely to disengage for 
being labelled as ‘bad.’53 Conversely, we know when students feel connected to their 
school and supported by their teachers they are more likely to stay engaged and have 
positive mental health outcomes.54  
 
The Productivity Commission’s Inquiry into Mental Health (2020) identified several 
challenges for school staff and teachers in the delivery of mental health and 
wellbeing support: 

• Teachers feeling under supported and overwhelmed by the expectation to 
resolve students’ emotional and wellbeing issues.  

• Lack of training, skills and planning for teachers to support student wellbeing.  
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