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Chief Executive’s foreword

Implementation of the NT Education Engagement 
Strategy 2022–2031 is a key priority for the 
Department of Education (the department) and 
underpins our intention to do better at listening to 
what communities and families are telling us – and put 
them at the centre of decisions about how to educate 
their children.

Recognising a need to bring more rigour to the 
flexible education sector, the department invested 
in developing the Quality Standards Framework for 
Flexible Education Programs (the framework) in the 
Northern Territory. The framework is underpinned  
by the foundations for engagement outlined in the  
NT Education Engagement Strategy 2022–2031.

The framework articulates the minimum standards 
that schools, and other providers should meet when 
providing flexible education programs. It outlines 
seven domains of quality and 19 elements of practice 
to support the enhancement of both existing and 
future flexible education programs.

It provides schools with guidance on what quality 
flexible education looks like and supports teachers 
and providers to plan and develop culturally 
responsive, inclusive programs that embrace diversity 
and provide clear pathways and outcomes for young 
people.

Extensive feedback was gathered from schools, 
non‐government program providers, NT Government 
agencies and through a literature review to ensure the 
framework provides holistic support.

An evaluation was undertaken and included deep dive 
consultations with 15 flexible education programs 
across the NT. Some of these deep dives focused 
on individual programs, while others focused on a 
number of programs in place at an individual school.

The objective of the deep dives was to understand 
the features, strengths, and limitations of different 
approaches at a local level. This informed the design 
of the framework’s domains including:

• A safe and welcoming environment

• Strong foundations

• High quality learning content

• A future focus

• Holistic approach to learning

• Leadership and staff

• Collaboration and support

The framework encourages critical and creative 
programming that addresses the needs and interests 
of young people and reflects this in both the planning 
and delivery. It also recognises that quality education 
programs in urban areas might look different to those 
delivered in remote communities and provides scope 
for programs that reflect the needs and aspirations of 
the learning community.

We are committed to providing schools with the time, 
tools and support needed to successfully implement 
the framework, reflect on models of practice, and 
enhance outcomes for all students.

The framework is supported by a maturity model 
that enables schools and program providers to assess 
their current practice and determine what elements 
of their programs meet, exceed, or require further 
development to fulfil to the standards.

We need to continue to support young people to 
maximise their opportunities. These opportunities 
will enable young people to develop meaningful 
relationships, celebrate their culture and identity, feel 
safe and supported in their learning environment and 
develop the belief and motivation to reach their full 
potential.

Karen Weston

Chief Executive

A quality education empowers our children and young people. It unlocks their 
full potential and provides opportunities to help them succeed in life. 
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1. Introduction

What is flexible education?

“Flexible education” is defined in the Education 
Act 2015 as “education programs by a method 
different to the method by which they are 
ordinarily provided or education programs 
modified for particular kinds of students”. Section 
88 of the Act enables the CEO of the department 
to prepare and publish guidelines on the provision 
of flexible education by Government schools.

Most students successfully engage in learning 
provided through NT schools, particularly where 
schools work collaboratively with families and 
communities, instruction is adapted to the learning 
needs of students and schools are culturally 
responsive. However, for some children and 
young people there are barriers to engagement in 
learning that require a specific response.

For these young people, mainstream school 
settings are not effective. “Flexible education” 
incorporates a spectrum of initiatives (outlined 
in Figure 1) that are intended to support priority 
groups of young people to engage in learning 
through education. In this context, “priority groups 
of young people” include young people who 
are at risk of disengaging or already disengaged 
from school. These are young people for whom 
mainstream school settings are not effective 
without significant targeted supports. Many of 
these students may be experiencing complex 
trauma or other psycho‐social issues that 
significantly impact on their ability to learn and be 
successful in mainstream settings.

FLEXIBLE LEARNING 
OPTIONS IN MAINSTREAM 

SCHOOLS
These are education programs that provide a 
different way of learning for priority students 
than is generally provided to other students in 

the same school.

COMPLEMENTARY PROGRAMS
These are programs that support the engagement of priority young people in education. They may include 
some curriculum delivery and may replace some in-classroom learning for students for part of the school 

week or year, however, they complement rather than replace the student’s enrolment and attendance at a 
school or alternative setting.

FLEXIBLE LEARNING IN 
ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION 

SETTINGS
These are standalone schools that are 

specifically designed to cater for priority 
students.

FLEXIBLE (NON-SCHOOL) 
PROGRAMS

These are non-school programs that young 
people attend as an alternative to school for all 

or part of the school year.

SCHOOL SETTINGS OTHER SETTINGS

Figure 1 | A spectrum of flexible education programs



What is the scope of application of the quality 
standards framework (QSF)?

The framework articulates the minimum 
standards that schools and other providers should 
meet in providing flexible education programs. 
It outlines seven domains of quality for flexible 
education in the NT.

Why have a framework?

The QSF is a key resource to drive future 
performance and continuous improvement. It 
is a guiding framework to support system‐wide 
collaboration and improvement. It provides:

• a clear articulation of what high quality looks 
like for schools and external providers seeking 
to establish or improve flexible education 
programs

• a resource for future evaluations of flexible 
education programs, designed to also 
support the continuous improvement of the 
educational experience offered to students

• a tool for funding decisions and regulators 
to assess the quality of flexible education 
programs

How was the framework developed?

The framework was developed based on 
interjurisdictional research as well as engagement 
through consultation across a range of schools 
and programs in the NT. It was tested and refined 
through a baseline evaluation of the current 
performance of flexible education programs in 
the NT. A summary of the baseline evaluation 
report is available in a separate document.

How do you use the framework?

The framework’s seven domains increase the 
capabilities of schools and flexible education 
providers. They develop and sustain cultural 
conditions, structures and processes that 
support the delivery of quality flexible education 
programs. Each domain is supported by 19 
elements. The framework details:

• an overall description of the element, including 
a summary of the evidence base.

• a description of what this looks like in practice.

The framework is intended to be primarily used 
as a tool for continuous improvement, supporting 
schools to embed review into their school inquiry 
cycle. Consistent with the approach to school 
reviews, the QSF could be used to support 
conversations about current practice, progress and 
areas for improvement. It could also perform this 
function for programs offered by non‐government 
organisations such as not‐for‐profits and Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs).

A maturity model has been developed. This 
model assist schools in undertaking a self‐
assessment of their current practice. It 
determines what elements of their programs, 
meet, exceeds or require further development to 
fulfil the standards.
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Figure 2 | Elements against each domain

SAFE AND WELCOMING ENVIRONMENT
ELEMENTS
A.1 The physical learning environment is safe, culturally responsive and accessible.

A.2 The program empowers students to participate in decision making.

A.3 The program is grounded in trauma-informed practice and positive behaviour support.

STRONG FOUNDATIONS
ELEMENTS
B.1 The program’s purpose and target cohort are well defined and communicated.

B.2 Activities are informed by evidence of what works in engaging students in learning.

B.3 The program has sound policies, procedures and governance processes that involve 
students, families and community.

HIGH QUALITY LEARNING CONTENT
ELEMENTS
C.1 Teaching and learning content is aligned with the Australian Curriculum and/or 
NTCET, and resources embed evidence-based pedagogies, are culturally responsive 
and include instructional supports for teachers.

C.2 Each student has an individual learning plan aligned with the Australian 
Curriculum and/or NTCET that guides access to learning content.

FUTURE FOCUS
ELEMENTS
D.1 Teachers and other program staff have and communicate high expectations of 
all students.

D.2 The program has clearly defined pathways to and/or coordination with mainstream 
schools, higher education, the workforce or further training opportunities.

D.3 The program equips students with practical skills and tools for life.

HOLISTIC APPROACH TO LEARNING
ELEMENTS
E.1 The program establishes a foundation of social and emotional wellbeing.

E.2 The program supports students to form positive and respectful 
relationships with their peers, mentors and role models.

LEADERSHIP AND STAFF
ELEMENTS
F.1 Leaders and the staff cohort reflect the student cohort including local, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander, and culturally diverse staff.

F.2 Leaders and staff are able to build trusted relationships with students and are 
qualified, motivated and supported to work with the program’s target cohort.

COLLABORATION AND SUPPORT
ELEMENTS
G.1 Programs share insights, information, expertise and resources and can learn from experience.

G.2 Programs have access to and are able to navigate a range of support services that meet the needs of students.

G.3 Flexible education options and pathways are well documented, communicated to the local community and easy to navigate.

G.4 Programs consistently report on student progress and outcomes through endorsed department systems.

QUALITY STANDARDS 
FRAMEWORK

A

B

D

C

E

G

ELEMENTS AGAINST EACH DOMAIN

F



A flexible education program has a safe and welcoming environment when:

• the physical learning environment is safe, culturally responsive and accessible

• the program empowers students to participate in decision making

• the program is grounded in trauma‐informed practice and positive behaviour support. 

The elements and what they look like in practice are described below.

A Safe and welcoming environment

A.1 The physical learning environment is safe, culturally responsive and accessible.

Description

The physical environment of a flexible education program can affect student engagement and 
attainment.2 Four key elements of the physical environment that have the most impact include:

• safety (e.g., no dangers to students)

• appropriateness (e.g., the available spaces enable intended activities to be conducted effectively)

• accessibility (e.g., all aspects of the physical environment combine to make it accessible for the 
target cohorts, such as students with sensory issues caused by autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or 
foetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD)).3

• cultural responsiveness (e.g., cultural icons and stories represented visually, outdoor communal 
spaces available, separate men’s and women’s spaces).

Ongoing maintenance of the physical environment may be necessary to prevent problems and 
maximise longevity.

What this looks like in practice

• The physical environment is safe and accessible for the target cohort(s) and intended activities.

• The physical environment is designed and decorated to be culturally responsive.

• There is comprehensive maintenance to prevent foreseeable problems or accidents and maximise 
longevity. Relevant Workplace Health and Safety policies should be met and audits conducted at 
least annually.

• Facilities have been purposefully built or renovated for the program. In some cases, this may 
mean deliberate design to avoid the facility resembling a traditional school setting. Similarly, the 
ability to conduct small group activities or individual interventions will often be necessary.
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A.2 The program empowers students to participate in decision making.

Description

Student participation in decision‐making is associated with higher levels of student engagement 
and attainment.4 Students who feel disconnected, excluded, or who have complex needs, have an 
increased risk of disengaging.5 Successful flexible education provides students with a breadth of 
opportunities to participate in decision‐making, helping to re‐build their sense of connection and 
inclusion and increase their engagement and attainment. Participation mechanisms could be:

• formal (e.g., surveys, listening exercises, governance bodies such as student representative 
councils and school boards/councils); or

• informal (e.g., students feel comfortable to approach leaders and teachers with questions, ideas 
and concerns).

Student input ideally informs both the design of the program and its day‐to‐day activities.

What this looks like in practice

• Students are given agency in their learning, with daily opportunities for voice and choice.

• Students provide regular feedback through formal and informal channels and see evidence of its 
influence.

• The program design was created and is continually refined with input from students.

• Students participate in governance bodies and processes (e.g., having a student council, having 
student representatives on the school board).



A.3 The program is grounded in trauma-informed practice and positive behaviour 
support.

Description

Trauma‐informed practice and positive behaviour support are often intertwined. Children who have 
experienced trauma often struggle to focus and self‐regulate.6 While teachers and support staff are 
not therapists, trauma‐informed approaches are often necessary to meet the behavioural needs of 
trauma‐affected students, particularly those who do not have access to appropriate clinical care.7 
Consistent with this, many trauma‐informed approaches (such as the Berry Street Education Model) 
aim in part to achieve improvements in behaviour.8

The need for ongoing staff training to embed trauma‐informed practice and positive behaviour 
support is widely recognised both anecdotally and in the literature. Stakeholders suggested training 
in these approaches enables staff to apply them with greater confidence and impact. Consistent with 
this, trauma‐informed approaches may focus on training teachers in classroom and whole‐of‐school 
strategies.9

Successful flexible education programs tend to adopt a preventative and proactive approach to 
behaviour management involving three elements:

A multi‐tiered approach (e.g., universal interventions to prevent behaviour issues from emerging; 
targeted interventions for students with moderate or recurring behaviour issues; intensive 
interventions for students with more severe behaviour issues).10

A focus on inclusive and restorative rather than exclusionary practices.11

A focus on the function of the behaviour rather than the form.12

What this looks like in practice

• The program design and activities reflect the latest evidence on trauma.

• Staff understand trauma‐informed practices and are supported to receive regular, ongoing 
training to apply them.

• Behaviour management practices are evidence‐based, tailored to individual students and applied 
across all aspects of students’ experiences (e.g., in the classroom and whole‐of‐school levels).
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A flexible education program has strong foundations when:

• the program’s purpose and target cohort are well defined and communicated 

• activities are informed by evidence of what works in engaging students in learning

• the program has sound policies, procedures, and governance processes that involve families and 
community.

The elements and what they look like in practice are described below.

B1. The program’s purpose and target cohort are well defined and communicated.

Description

Having a clear purpose and strategy ensures all relevant stakeholders understand which students the 
program is appropriate for (and which it is not appropriate for). It also facilitates other foundations; 
for example, enabling programs to identify relevant evidence of best practice for achieving identified 
outcomes, and monitoring and evaluation of performance in delivering identified outcomes.  
A lack of this clarity creates a risk that students will enrol in a program for reasons other than their 
own best interests; for example, stakeholders described instances of students enrolling in a program 
because their friends had, despite it being less suitable for their specific needs.

What this looks like in practice

• There is a clear and compelling purpose and target cohort which is communicated, understood, 
embraced at all levels and embedded in all activities.

• The eligibility criteria for the program are well documented, consistently applied and widely 
communicated.

• The entry and intake processes of the program are clearly defined in operational guidelines and in 
practice.

B Strong foundations



B2. Activities are informed by evidence of what works.

Description

Evidence‐based practices can support innovation and effectiveness (e.g., by identifying potentially 
effective practices and testing whether they work in the local context), while mitigating risks (e.g., by 
avoiding ineffective or dangerous practices and learning from mistakes). Examples of evidence‐based 
practices include:

• Designing programs based on sound evidence and ensuring they are implemented with high 
fidelity in their designs. 

• Developing a program theory (whether at the design stage or later) to clarify assumptions about 
intended objectives, inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes. 

• Monitoring, evaluation and reporting on program implementation and outcomes, and capturing 
high‐quality data to enable this.

• Using the evidence collected about a program to inform service delivery and continuous 
improvement.

Embedding and reaping the full benefits of these practices requires action at multiple levels (e.g., 
ensuring that programs are evaluated and that lessons from these evaluations are shared across the 
system).

What this looks like in practice

• The program design is informed by the latest evidence (e.g., research, practice, client feedback) 
and documented in policies, operating manuals and/or guidelines.

• The program is monitored and evaluated on an ongoing basis.

• There is high‐quality data on the program’s target cohort, inputs, activities, outputs and 
outcomes.

• Leaders and staff are involved in continuous quality improvement (e.g., identifying issues, 
developing solutions, monitoring their effectiveness) and receive support for this.

• Data and insights are consistently shared with a range of actors within and outside of  
the program to enable system‐wide learning, improvement and accountability.

9
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B.3 The program has sound policies, procedures and governance processes that 
involve families and community.

Description

A flexible education program’s governance can be shaped by a variety of factors, including its 
ownership structure, board and leadership arrangements, constitution, policies and procedures, 
regulatory context and community expectations.15 Good governance can strengthen integrity, 
transparency, accountability, risk management and organisational culture.16 In the flexible education 
context, effective governance is also essential to ensure child safety.17 The governance arrangements 
of a number of programs and schools across the NT facilitate engagement with families and 
communities, including through existing governance structures such as local and community 
councils; in some cases, they also enable collection of feedback (e.g., through regular listening 
exercises). There is substantial evidence to support that students are more likely to engage with 
and succeed in education if their caregivers encourage them to attend, are aware of the importance 
of sleep, routine and nutrition for learning, and who engage with school staff about the student’s 
progress or challenges.18 19 20 21 22

What this looks like in practice

• The program’s governance arrangements, policies and procedures are well documented (e.g., 
desired outcomes, policy documents and budget).

• Family and community members actively participate in the governance of the program (e.g., 
through representation on boards or councils).

• Families and communities provide regular feedback through formal and informal channels and see 
evidence of its influence.

• There are well established links with the local and/or community councils (e.g., regular meetings).

• Where relevant, governance relationships between programs and auspicing schools are formally 
defined and periodically reviewed.



A flexible education program has high quality learning content when:

• teaching and learning content is aligned with the Australian Curriculum and/or NTCET, and 
resources embed evidence‐based pedagogies, are culturally responsive, and include instructional 
supports for teachers

• each student has an individual learning plan aligned to the Australian Curriculum and/or NTCET 
that guides access to learning content and is informed by relevant and appropriate assessments.

The elements and what they look like in practice are described on the following page.

C High quality learning content

C1. Teaching and learning content is aligned with the Australian Curriculum 
and/or NTCET, and resources embed evidence-based pedagogies, are culturally 
responsive, and include instructional supports for teachers.

Description

The Education Act 2015 requires all school aged students to attend a government school, registered 
non‐government school or approved eligible option for post‐Year 10 students.23 All schools and non‐ 
school flexible education settings are expected to deliver the Australian Curriculum and/or Northern 
Territory Certificate of Education and Training (NTCET). The NTCET is the Senior Secondary 
Certificate of Education offered to NT students and is aligned to the Australian Curriculum. The 
NTCET qualification is designed to recognise the knowledge and skills that have been acquired 
through formal education and training, including Vocational Education and Training (VET).

The Australian Curriculum sets out a rich and rigorous learning program which offers a range and 
balance of content that sets students up to access a range of future pathways, as well as providing 
the core functional literacy and numeracy skills which are a critical foundation for thriving both in 
and beyond school.24 Stronger literacy and numeracy results in the middle years are associated with 
higher completion rates for secondary school and completion of tertiary study or training.25

Students are more likely to engage with learning content that is responsive to their cultural context and 
experience. Finding meaningful connections between learning content and students’ lived experiences 
builds interest and engagement and helps scaffold understanding of new concepts.26 27 For example, 
when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students see their culture, history and identity valued by 
their education provider they are better positioned to engage in and contribute to learning.

Teachers should be supported to use evidence‐based pedagogies and teaching techniques as this 
has a substantial impact on student attainment and growth. Embedding this in teacher resources and 
instructional supports ensures students have access to the best opportunity to learn and teachers 
can be consistent and effective.
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C1 (cont.). Teaching and learning content is aligned with the Australian 
Curriculum and/or NTCET, and resources embed evidence-based pedagogies, are 
culturally responsive, and include instructional supports for teachers.

What this looks like in practice

• Students are engaged in the Australian Curriculum to the end of Year 10, and in Years 11 and 12 
are engaged in study towards the NTCET (or other eligible option for post‐Year 10 education).

• Students are well supported by an integrated suite of literacy and numeracy programs, and 
interventions that are age‐appropriate and tailored to their needs.

• Students develop functional literacy and numeracy skills which enable them to fulfil their 
academic and/or employment aspirations in the future.

• The program engages and scaffolds students’ learning by selecting delivery approaches that 
highlight the connections between curriculum content and students’ context, culture and 
interests.

• Students identify strongly with learning material and value it highly.



C.2 Each student has an individual learning plan aligned to the Australian 
Curriculum and/or NTCET that guides access to learning content.

Description

Each student has different needs in terms of the learning activities they undertake, the pace at 
which they progress through the curriculum and the support they require.28 Personalised learning 
recognises the individual strengths, needs and goals of students, and provides guidance to teachers 
to meet each student’s developmental and motivational needs.29

There are many different versions of individual learning plans, including:

• Educational Adjustment Plans (EAPs) are developed to document appropriate adjustments to 
the delivery of the curriculum based on the learning needs and abilities of the student to enable 
greater access to and participation in learning.

• The Personal Learning Plan (PLP) is a compulsory subject, undertaken at Stage 1 of the NT 
Certificate of Education and Training (NTCET), to help students make informed decisions 
about their learning, development and future pathways. The NTCET is designed to recognise 
knowledge and skills acquired through formal education and training, including flexible learning 
arrangements.

• Informal individual learning plans are developed and used by teachers to identify individual 
student’s needs and goals, and outline a set of teaching strategies to help them succeed.

To ensure that teaching strategies and learning activities are meaningful and relevant, teachers 
should develop individualised learning plans collaboratively with the student and their families or 
carers (and medical professionals, as appropriate, such as the child’s psychologist). Plans should 
be informed by relevant and appropriate assessments. Additionally, plans should take a “strength–
based” approach and draw on the unique interests and skills of the young person.30 31

What this looks like in practice

• All students have an individual learning plan.

• Plans are grounded in supporting students to engage with the Australian Curriculum and/or 
NTCET.

• Plans are developed (and regularly reviewed) collaboratively between the teacher, the student 
and their family/carer.

• Plans draw on student data to identify learning needs and monitor progress towards goals.

• Programs and schools work with each student’s other service providers and relevant health 
professionals to ensure goals and priorities are consistent with other plans.

• Plans are strength‐based and contain a holistic view of the student, incorporating the student’s 
aspirations and interests, behavioural, cultural and academic needs, goals and strategies.
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A flexible education program has a future focus when:

• teachers and other program staff have and communicate high expectations of all students

• the program has clearly defined pathways to and/or coordination with schools, higher education, 
the workforce or further training opportunities

• the program equips students with practical skills and tools for life. 

The elements and what they look like in practice are described below.

D Future focus

D.1 Teachers and other program staff have and communicate high expectations 
of all students.

Description

There is strong evidence which supports the importance of embedding a culture of high 
expectations in education settings.32 When students are consistently exposed to high academic 
expectations and provided with appropriate support, they build resilience, confidence and passion 
to engage in learning. There is evidence that teachers can lower their expectations of priority 
students;33 however, it is imperative that they maintain high expectations to “reinforce that just 
because [students] are in a flexible school does not mean [they] are somehow inferior.”34

High expectations could apply to a range of aspects of a student’s experience; for example, their 
attendance, behaviour, effort, ability to engage with the curriculum and performance, as well as the 
breadth of education options and pathways available to them. It also includes the rejection of “deficit 
explanations for poor outcomes or low performance.”35

A strong and positive student‐teacher relationship allows high expectations to be co‐created 
and negotiated directly with students. Expectations can create reality.36 There is evidence that a 
teacher’s estimate of student achievement, expectations and credibility is one of the strongest 
influences on learning ability.37

What this looks like in practice

• A strengths‐based approach and culture of high expectations inform all aspects of the program’s 
design and activities (e.g., staff have high regard for students and recognise their strengths, 
capabilities and resilience).

• Students are ambitious and optimistic about what they can achieve in the future.



D.2 The program has clearly defined pathways to and/or coordination with 
schools, higher education, the workforce or further training opportunities.

Description

Pathways and coordination between flexible and mainstream education should be strong and clear. 
To facilitate this, flexible education programs should maintain close relationships with mainstream 
settings that refer students to them. Where possible, flexible education programs should reach 
agreement with these mainstream settings in the circumstances where the students will transition 
back. This helps to ensure that pathways into flexible education are future focused; for example, that 
students transition to improve their long‐term outcomes, rather than to manage their short‐term 
behaviour. Conversely, it helps to reduce the risk of students remaining in flexible education settings 
when this is not conducive to their long‐term outcomes (e.g., due to stigma).

Many successful flexible education programs provide students with pathways towards further 
education and employment.38 This may be through a focus on gaining recognised and valuable 
credentials, which can be used as credit towards the NTCET and to open doors to future 
opportunities.39 It may be through a focus on developing the skills required to be successful in the 
workplace (e.g., resume writing, interview techniques, etc.) or through offering work experience 
opportunities. All of this is consistent with the flexibility of the NTCET, which is designed to 
recognise the knowledge and skills that have been acquired through formal education and training, 
including Vocational Education and Training (VET).

High quality, targeted careers advice is also important, especially in the case of pupils who come 
from families experiencing intergenerational unemployment and poverty.40 Partnerships with local 
businesses and service providers, enabling work experience opportunities and on‐the‐job learning 
for students, can also facilitate students’ pathways.

What this looks like in practice

• Students are aware of education and employment pathways and have plans in place to pursue 
them.

• The program has clear exit criteria with a list of expected outcomes for students to meet.

• There are no barriers (real or perceived) to students transitioning back into mainstream education.

• The program has wide and enduring institutional relationships to support pathways and 
coordination (e.g., it has a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with partner organisations).
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D.3 The program equips students with practical skills and tools for life.

Description

In addition to the delivery of the Australian Curriculum, NTCET and supporting pathways to 
further education and employment, flexible education programs commonly equip students with 
practical tools and skills for life. They may work with students to obtain relevant documentation and 
qualifications.

Remote schools in the NT commonly support their students to obtain documentation such as birth 
certificates and driver’s licenses, and qualifications such as white cards and first aid certificates. 
Some programs also support students to get into the habit of a structured routine (similar to what 
they will experience at school, university or work).

What this looks like in practice

• Students complete the program with a folio of all the documentation they require and know how 
to obtain and update it themselves.

• Students complete the program with qualifications relevant to their chosen pathways and know 
how to apply them.

• Students complete the program well‐experienced and prepared to thrive in their future life, study 
and work environments (e.g., they can follow a structured routine).



A flexible education program has a holistic approach to learning when:

• the program establishes a foundation of social and emotional wellbeing

• the program supports students to form positive and respectful relationships with their peers, 
mentors and role models.

The elements and what they look like in practice are described below.

E.1 The program establishes a foundation of social and emotional wellbeing.

Description

In addition to enabling students to live a happy and successful life, social and emotional wellbeing 
is also an important enabler of learning.41 In flexible education programs, while academics and 
training is important, focusing on social and emotional needs are a high priority. Additionally, for 
many students good social and emotional wellbeing is also an important precursor to effective 
learning. Social and emotional wellbeing involves how a student “thinks and feels about themselves 
and others, and deals with daily changes”42 and is an important component of mental health and 
wellbeing. The emotional and social wellbeing of staff is equally important and can significantly 
impact student wellbeing. Cultural background is an important factor of social and emotional 
wellbeing, and recognises that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s ongoing connection 
to land, sea, culture, spirituality, family and community impacts wellbeing.43 Flexible education 
programs can establish a foundation of social and emotional wellbeing through many different facets 
of the program (e.g., curriculum, activities, ways of learning, pedagogy, extra‐curriculum programs, 
access to wellbeing support services, connection to culture, and measuring and monitoring of staff 
and student wellbeing).

What this looks like in practice

• The program understands and appreciates that the social and emotional wellbeing of young 
people and staff is an essential enabler of learning.

• Social and emotional wellbeing is a core focus of and is embedded in all facets of the program.

• The program measures and monitors staff and student wellbeing.

E Holistic approach to learning
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E2. The program supports students to form positive and respectful relationships 
with their peers, mentors and role models.

Description

Research shows that the quality of student‐peer relationships has an influence on student 
engagement and attainment.44 Negative associations with school can be mitigated by peer intimacy 
and companionship, and for many students, connecting with peers is a primary motivation for 
attending school.45 High‐quality peer relationships can also help to increase engagement by 
modelling positive behaviours and attitudes.46 Feeling alienated, judged or threatened by peers or 
staff can lead to student disengagement. Although, positive peer relationships can form organically, 
some students have social functioning difficulties (e.g., attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD), FASD, depression), which can make it more difficult to build or recognise friendships and 
social connectedness. Given this, establishing a positive school climate which is free from negative 
peer influences and bullying, and which supports students to build positive relationships is a critical 
point of focus for successful flexible education programs. Additionally, role models and mentors are 
particularly important when engaging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.47 Access to 
mentoring programs, including peer mentoring and role modelling, can improve school engagement, 
build aspirations and prevent early school leaving, particularly among students who are “at risk” of 
disengaging from education.48

What this looks like in practice

• The program deliberately and actively helps students to form positive and respectful relationships 
with their peers (e.g., through relationship activities), using principles to guide positive 
relationships.

• Students have the opportunity to regularly engage with positive role models from inside and 
outside the program (e.g., inspirational staff, external community members).

• All students are assigned a mentor or buddy.



F Leadership and staff

A flexible education program has a holistic approach to leadership, and staff recruitment and retention 
when:

• leaders and the staff cohort reflect the student cohort including local, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander, and culturally diverse staff

• leaders and staff are qualified, motivated and supported to work with the program’s target cohort 
and are able to build trusted relationships with students.

The elements and what they look like in practice are described below.

F1. Leaders and the staff cohort reflect the student cohort including local, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, and culturally diverse staff.

Description

When students see teachers and staff actively valuing their culture, history and identity,  
they are best positioned to positively and confidently engage in and contribute to learning.49  
A culturally competent education workforce is critical to realising this.50 Having local knowledge and 
understanding is also an important factor of valuing and appreciating the history and identity of a 
student cohort. Furthermore, in culturally diverse education settings, teachers and support staff play 
an important role in recognising and respecting different cultures and multicultural values, shaping 
attitudes related to race and culture, and dealing with cultural sensitivity.51 

Leaders also play a critical role in creating and maintaining safe and supportive environments. This 
includes creating an institutional culture where children’s best interests, respect for their rights 
and their protection from harm are at the heart of the institution’s operation and the responsibility 
of all staff at all levels. This can also include providing and promoting a healthy workplace for all 
staff which is “paramount given the impact of an unhealthy workplace on both staff wellbeing and 
subsequently student academic, social and emotional wellbeing”.52

What this looks like in practice

• The program continually monitors and refines its recruitment and retention strategies.

• The staff cohort consistently reflects the student cohort at all levels (e.g., teachers, support staff, 
mentors), including local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff and culturally diverse staff, 
especially in leadership roles.

• Leaders exhibit a commitment to maintaining safe and supportive environments in both their 
words (e.g., communications with students, staff and others) and actions (e.g., systems and 
processes that are put in place).

• There are mechanisms to collect feedback from staff and identify issues that are affecting staff 
wellbeing so these issues can be resolved.
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F.2 Leaders and staff are able to build trusted relationships with students and are 
qualified, motivated and supported to work with the program’s target cohort.

Description

There is broad consensus that teacher quality is one of the most important in‐school factors 
influencing student achievement. While having the appropriate teaching accreditations is important, 
there are many other important skills, attributes and knowledge teachers must have to help students 
to learn. As there are many non‐teaching staff (e.g., assistant teachers, support staff, translators 
and mentors) that work closely with students in flexible education – it is important that all staff 
have the appropriate qualifications and motivations to work in flexible education. Research shows 
that having the appropriate training (e.g., trauma‐informed practice), the appropriate skills and 
experience (e.g., teaching in remote communities, teaching the subject matter), and certain personal 
attributes54 (e.g., a genuine interest in helping young people, empathy, cultural competency) are all 
important factors for staff to succeed in flexible education. The research is also clear that genuine, 
caring and supportive relationships between teachers and students is essential for the success of 
flexible educational programs.55 Positive and trusted relationships facilitate more engagement, fewer 
resistant behaviours and higher achievement outcomes, whereas poor relationships is frequently 
cited as a major contributor to lack of success.56

What this looks like in practice

• Skill mismatches are rare and staff feel empowered to succeed in their roles.

• Staff feel a sense of belonging to the program which is reflected in their tenure.

• Program leaders proactively seek ways to support staff, there are optimal structures in place to 
provide ongoing specialist training to build staff capability, and performance goals are set and 
monitored, and achievement is acknowledged.

• Programs look for certain personal attributes (e.g., cultural competency, empathy) in the hiring 
processes.

• Staff create an environment where students feel comfortable sharing anything with their teachers 
(e.g., emotions, personal details, family matters), within the boundaries of professional conduct.

• Strategies are in place to support the formation of trusted relationships which are monitored and 
evaluated for improvements and lead students to excel in their learning.



G Collaboration and support

Flexible education programs have access to system‐level support and opportunities for collaboration when:

• programs share insights, information, expertise and resources, and can learn from experience across 
programs

• programs have access to and are able to navigate a range of support services that meet the needs of 
students

• flexible education options and pathways are well documented, communicated to the local community and 
easy to navigate

• programs consistently report on student progress and outcomes through endorsed department systems.

The elements and what they look like in practice are described below.

G.1 Programs share insights, information, expertise and resources, and can learn 
from experience across programs.

Description

Success in engaging young people in education and helping them to realise their ambitions requires 
cooperation from all those involved in a young person’s life. Additionally, no single flexible education 
program will suit the need of every young person. Success relies on the effective collaboration 
between many different parties including schools, programs, the community, government agencies, 
young people and their families, and training institutions.57 Ensuring that flexible education programs 
are better connected through focused networks can bring significant shared benefits to programs 
and schools.58 “Place‐based” approaches “target the specific circumstances of a place and engage 
with issues and opportunities driven by intersectional local factors that require a cross‐sectorial or 
long‐term response”.59 Place‐based networks and collaborations can be particularly beneficial, for 
example, for the network to work together to refer a potential student to another program that 
might better suit them or connect a young person to local work opportunities. Ensuring that there 
are arrangements in place to share information (e.g., student data), expertise (e.g., best practice tips) 
and resources (e.g., facilities, people) between flexible education options will facilitate the formation 
of networks and realisation of shared benefits.

What this looks like in practice

• The program connects frequently with many flexible education programs in proximity (e.g., 
through local focused networks).

• The program is engaged in any relevant “community of practice” or similar network.

• Programs create regular, dedicated opportunities to come together to share information 
(e.g., student data where appropriate), expertise (e.g., successful case studies) and resources 
where appropriate (e.g., shared facilities, staff) which is facilitated by the department or other 
organisations.
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G.2 Programs have access to and are able to navigate a range of support services 
that meets the needs of students.

Description

Many students in flexible education programs face a range of additional challenges which limit 
the extent to which they can engage with education. Successful flexible education programs 
collaborate with government and non‐government partners (e.g., government agencies, schools, 
health, allied health and mental health professionals, case managers and after school programs), to 
deliver supports to address these challenges. Supports can be based within schools and programs or 
externally linked to schools and programs. For example, many flexible education schools supplement 
their teaching staff by employing non‐teaching staff who are clinical and registered psychologists, 
social workers and Aboriginal support workers.60 It is important that flexible programs have strong 
connections and easy access to external health providers and various government departments to 
refer students to additional support when needed. Flexible education programs should seek to first 
meet the material needs of students. Doing so “clears the path for learning” as students do not need 
to worry about their basic needs (e.g., food and transport).61

What this looks like in practice

• Support services are co‐located at flexible education programs and/or shared between different 
flexible education programs.

• All students have access to the services that they need (e.g., allied health services, hearing etc.) 
and support is in place to help them make the appointment (e.g., transport, easy access).

• Students’ basic needs are met to clear the path for learning (e.g., food is provided at the program, 
transport is offered to get to and from the program).



G.3 Flexible education options and pathways are well documented, communicated 
to the local community and easy to navigate.

Description

It is common that parents and young people find out about flexible education options through word 
of mouth and chance encounters, rather than clear, publicly available information.62 Having access 
to easy‐to‐understand information about flexible learning options has many benefits. Not only will it 
help to inform young people and parents of what options exist so they can make the best education 
choice, it will also help to enhance the transparency of the system so that other flexible education 
programs and mainstream schools can compare services and improve their operations to better 
serve young people.63 Clearly defined pathways in and out of programs and schools are important 
to support young people to achieve their future ambitions, be that transitioning back to mainstream 
schools or on to higher education, the workforce, or further training opportunities. Pathways into 
local flexible education options can be facilitated by clearly defined eligibility criteria and referral 
pathways. Pathways out of local flexible education options can also be facilitated by clearly defined 
eligibility criteria for those re‐entering mainstream schools, or clearly defined pathways onto further 
training, study or employment.

What this looks like in practice

• All programs have publicly available information about the program (e.g., have a dedicated 
program website, publicly available flyers).

• Information about all local flexible education programs is collated on a website (e.g., community 
website, government website).

• Young people, parents and the community have a high level of understanding of the flexible 
education options in their local area, eligibility criteria and the referral pathways (e.g., schools, 
programs, government, training institutions).
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G.4 Programs consistently report on student progress and outcomes through 
endorsed department systems.

Description

Schools and programs are data rich, continually collecting, generating and distributing a large amount 
of student data. This data is extremely valuable for the school or program to identify what is working 
and to inform continuous improvement. However, this data is also essential to generate system‐
level insights and to share evidence that can inform research and practice. For there to be effective 
system‐level monitoring and evaluation, the data that is collected, stored and analysed needs to be 
of high quality. High quality data is facilitated by consistent data collection and reporting methods. 
Having reporting methods and systems endorsed by the government will help to provide the 
centralised collection infrastructure and common language to enable high quality data analysis and 
interpretation.

What this looks like in practice

• Programs have access to a standard data collection platform that is easy to use, with a suite of 
consistent data points that can be tailored to the local context.

• Data is aggregated and analysed at a system level and is used to make comparisons across 
programs and to inform program design and decisions.

• Student data is shared seamlessly across the system (in line with privacy rules and regulations).
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