
E a t  D i r t ,  R e i m a g i n i n g  E d u c a t i o n

The concept for the Eat Dirt Program emerged partly from contemplation on pursuing the
priorities outlined in the Gonski Report (2011). This review recommends supporting
continuous innovation in schools and the creation of classrooms that improve learning
outcomes. As stated in the Productivity Commission Report (2022), academic achievement is
not the sole indicator of success in education, but it is only one aspect. Instead, the aim is to
empower every student with the skills to thrive in a dynamic world. The involvement of
parents, carers and family members plays a crucial role in a student's educational success.
When these stakeholders actively participate in the school community, they contribute to
creating a nurturing and supportive environment that positively impacts student wellbeing. 

The report also emphasised that implementing school-community engagement initiatives
that are tailored to meet specific student needs can be an effective approach to enhancing
the applicability of learning and fostering personal growth and student learning progress.
Collaborations between schools and industries, mentoring programs, volunteering
opportunities, and participation in extra-curricular activities are valuable forms of
engagement that can contribute to these goals. 

The Report also pointed out, that there is compelling evidence that demonstrates the
positive impact of parent and community engagement on children's learning. Finding 1
emphasised attaining high-quality education in Australian schools necessitates emphasizing
learning growth and achievement for all students, accompanied by policies that facilitate an
adaptable, innovative, and consistently advancing education system. 
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Demonstrate creative and complex thinking and problem-solving skills by analysing
and producing viable solutions to problems with no known or single right answer. 

Understand critical scientific concepts, engage in scientific reasoning, and apply the
processes of scientific inquiry to understand the world and explore possible
solutions to global problems. 

Have the experience of achieving expertise by researching, understanding, and
developing new knowledge about a world culture or an internationally relevant
issue. 

Learn how to manage their own learning by identifying options, evaluating
opportunities, and organising educational experiences that will enable them to work
and live in a global society. 

Understand how the world’s people and institutions are interconnected.

Understand how international economic, political, technological, environmental,
and social systems operate interdependently across nations and regions. 

According to the Department of Education and Training (2017) to improve the quality of
schools in Australia it is recommended, that more focus is needed to support students to:
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Communication and inter-
personal skills

Coping and
self

management
skills




Skills for
managing

feelings



Skills for
managing

stress



Inter-personal communication
skills: verbal/non-verbal

communication, active listening;
expressing feelings (giving feedback

without blaming) 

Skills for
increasing

internal locus of
control 

Anger
management

Time
management

Negotiation/refusal skills:
negotiation and conflict

management; assertiveness skills;
refusal skills 

Self-esteem/
confidence-

building skills

Dealing with
grief and
anxiety

Positive
thinking

Empathy: ability to listen and
understand another's needs and
circumstances and express that

understanding

Self-awareness
skills, including
awareness  of

rights,
influences,

values,
attitudes,

strengths and
weaknesses

Coping skills
for dealing
with loss,

abuse and
trauma 

Relaxation
techniques
(Gillespie,

2002) 

Co-operation and teamwork: 
 expressing respect for others'

contributions and different styles;
assessing one's own abilities and

contributing to the group

Advocacy skills

The facilitated interactive educational activities in this teaching program give the students a
solid grounding in critical thinking, teamwork and personalised learning incorporating the
above listed aims of school education. The teaching plan revolves around the following key
concepts:

less
S T R E S S F U L

than
usual school

Bellingen High Eat Dirt Student
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Critically assess issues of social justice and ethical responsibility and take action to
challenge discrimination and inequality 
Critically examine ways in which different levels of identity interact and live peacefully
with different social groups 
Critically assess connectedness between different groups, communities and countries 
Develop and apply values, attitudes and skills to manage and engage with diverse groups
and perspectives 
Propose action for and become agents of positive change 
Different points of view, subjectivity, evidence and bias 
Factors influencing viewpoints (gender, age, religion, ethnicity, culture, socio-economic
and geographical context, ideologies and belief systems or other circumstances) 
How the individual relates to the community (historically, geographically and
economically) 
How we are connected to the wider world beyond our immediate community and
through different modalities (media, travel, music, sports, culture) 
Empathy, solidarity, conflict management and resolution, preventing violence, including
gender-based violence, and bullying 
Negotiation, mediation, reconciliation, win-win solutions 
Regulating and managing strong emotions (positive and negative) 
Resisting negative peer pressure 
Commitment to the promotion and protection of personal and collective well-being 
Recognising and respecting diversity 
Analysing factors that can strengthen or limit civic engagement (economic, political and
social dynamics and barriers to representation and participation of specific groups such
as women, ethnic and religious minorities, disabled people, youth) 

Identify underling beliefs in discussions and formal reasoning and differentiate between
various types of reasoning.
Clearly define and analyse problems accurately.
Cultivate personal creativity in various areas of learning.
Evaluate specific situations recognising values.
Reflect about the fundamental principles of customs, values, virtues, and societal norms.
Be ready to act in alignment with personally chosen values and the convictions of one's
affiliations.

Furthermore, Eat Dirt Phase 2 is making sure that the following aspects as identified in the
key literature are incorporated into the program.

According to the Department of Education and Training (2017) social and emotional skills
have a major role in shaping young people’s ability to:

In recognition of this, the Eat Dirt Program places central focus on these skills.
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Investigate the world beyond their immediate environment, framing significant problems
and conducting well-crafted and age-appropriate research.
Recognise perspectives, others’ and their own, articulating and explaining such
perspectives thoughtfully and respectfully.
Communicate ideas effectively with diverse audiences, bridging geographic, linguistic,
ideological, and cultural barriers. 
Take action to improve conditions, viewing themselves as players in the world and
participating reflectively. 

A research study of eleven improving remote schools emphasises the importance of school–
community partnerships for inclusive education making learning content engaging,
accessible and culturally responsive (Halsey, 2017).  Most of these themes have been
incorporated into the areas addressed by the Literature Review which was conducted as part
of the evaluation process. Evidence also shows how good quality schooling should provide
students the opportunity to:

ENJOYED
EVERYTHING

I liked being outside the classroom 

FREE, CALM, COMFORT

Bellingen High Eat Dirt Students
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The following table shows the interconnectedness of interdisciplinary learning

Educating for Global Competence: Preparing Our Youth to Engage the World

Whole-Child Development: Education should not only focus on academic achievement
but also on nurturing the physical, social, emotional, and creative aspects of a child. A
well-rounded education recognises that each child is unique and has diverse talents and
interests. 

Successful education systems recognise the importance of a well-rounded education that
focuses on the holistic development of the child (Deloitte, 2017). Research confirms that the
evaluation of education quality should not rely solely on literacy and numeracy test scores.
Effective education systems prioritise the holistic development of students, wellbeing, and
inclusion as crucial components of the curriculum. The review identified further factors in
the research literature, suggesting a more student-centred design of education needs to be
based on evaluating educational outcomes with an increased focus on:
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Equity and Inclusion: Successful education systems aim to provide equitable
opportunities and outcomes for all students, regardless of their background or abilities.
By offering more innovative educational approaches schools can cater to different
learning styles and abilities, promoting inclusivity and equal access to education,
especially for First Nations students.

Wellbeing: Education is not just about acquiring knowledge; it is also about promoting
the wellbeing of students. By including more non-academic activities in the curriculum,
education systems can foster the development of well-rounded individuals.

Critical Thinking and Creativity: It is crucial to foster critical thinking, creativity, and
problem-solving skills. This is achieved by encouraging students to think outside the box,
express their ideas and emotions, and develop their imagination. These skills are
essential for success in a rapidly changing world that demands innovation and
adaptability.

Cultural and Personal Enrichment: Including multicultural perspectives and First Nations
education play a vital role in cultural enrichment and personal growth. They provide
opportunities for students to explore their cultural heritage, express their identity, and
develop an appreciation for diversity. 

Holistic Development: Education is not solely about achieving high test scores or
measurable outcomes. It aims to foster the holistic development of students, nurturing
their intellectual, social, emotional, and physical wellbeing. Collaboration and trust
among educators can create a supportive environment that prioritises the overall growth
and well-rounded development of students.

Shared Learning: Education is a collective endeavour that involves both teachers and
students. Collaboration among students allows for the sharing of knowledge, experience,
and best practices. When students work together, they can learn from one another,
engage in professional development, and continuously improve their learning.

Student-Centred Approach: Education should focus on meeting the needs of individual
students and promoting their learning and growth. A collaborative approach allows
schools to better understand and address the diverse needs of students. When
community, educators and families work together, they can design differentiated
instruction, share strategies for student support, and create inclusive learning
environments.

Embedding all the above core principles is essential to prepare our students for the future.

Overall, the research shows that successful education systems recognise that education is a
human-centered endeavour that requires collaboration, trust, and collegial responsibility
(Department of Education and Training, 2017). By fostering these principles, schools can
create supportive environments that promote effective teaching, positive student outcomes,
and the overall wellbeing of the education community.
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I learned that
life can get better

Positive School Climate: Collaboration and trust contribute to creating a positive school
climate where students feel safe, supported, and motivated to learn. When students
collaborate and work together, they can establish a sense of community within schools,
which positively impacts their engagement, behaviour, and overall wellbeing.

Professional Autonomy: Teachers are professionals who require autonomy and trust in
their work. They need the freedom to make instructional decisions based on their
expertise and the needs of their students. A collaborative and trust-based approach
empowers teachers, allowing them to take ownership of their teaching and promote
innovation.

Bellingen High Eat Dirt Student
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G o n s k i  R e p o r t  F i n d i n g s  a n d  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
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1
Embed a focus on individual student achievement through continuous learning progress
in the policies and practices of all school systems, with the expectation that each student
should achieve each year of schooling.

2

Develop and disseminate evidence-based tools and resources to assist early childhood
education providers, primary, and secondary schools to implement best practice
approaches to supporting parents and carers to engage in their children’s learning
throughout their education.

3 Ensure all students have the opportunity within schools to be partners in their own
learning.

4
Introduce new reporting arrangements with a focus on both learning attainment and
learning gain, to provide meaningful information to students and their parents and carers
about individual achievement and learning growth.

5 Revise the structure of the Australian Curriculum progressively over the next five years to
present the learning areas and general capabilities as learning progressions.

6
Prioritise the implementation of learning progressions for literacy and numeracy in
curriculum delivery during the early years of schooling to ensure the core foundations for
learning are developed by all children by the age of eight.

7
Strengthen the development of the general capabilities, and raise their status within
curriculum delivery, by using learning progressions to support clear and structured
approaches to their teaching, assessment, reporting and integration with learning areas.

8

Strengthen school-community engagement to enrich student learning through the
establishment of mechanisms to facilitate quality partnerships, including engagement in
mentoring, volunteering and extra-curricular activities, between schools, employers,
members of the community, community organisations and tertiary institutions.

9
Establish a comprehensive, national and independent inquiry to investigate and review
the objectives, curriculum, assessment provisions and delivery structures for senior
secondary schooling, to report within 12 months.

10

Accelerate the development of contemporary pedagogy through the use of collaboration,
mentoring, observation and feedback, including from colleagues and students, by
incorporating these practices into the core role of teachers and creating the conditions to
enable teachers to engage in them.

Recommendations
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11 Develop a new online and on demand student learning assessment tool based on the
Australian Curriculum learning progressions.

12

Create the conditions necessary to enable teachers to effectively engage and benefit from
professional learning in the use of the Australian Curriculum learning progressions, the
new online formative assessment tool and tailored teaching practices to maximise
student learning growth.

13
Create a continuously improving profession through the provision of high-quality
professional learning for teachers; appropriate to their career stage, development needs
and the changes rapidly occurring in society.

14 Develop a comprehensive national teacher workforce strategy to better match supply with
workforce demands, including skill and capability requirements.

15

Create the conditions to enable teachers to engage in effective induction practices aligned
with the nationally endorsed Graduate to Proficient: Australian guidelines for teacher
induction and monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of the practices implemented by
schools.

16

Create and provide opportunities for implementation of structured career pathways for
teachers with clearly defined roles and development streams that allow for accelerated
progression and provide the opportunity for remuneration, recognition and allocation of
responsibilities based on expertise.

17
Review and revise the Australian Professional Standard for Principals to prioritise
leadership of learning and make maximising the learning growth of every student every
year the key focus.

18 Ensure principals have the professional autonomy and accountability required to lead
their school on the improvement journey most relevant to their starting point.

19

Create and provide opportunities to implement a structured career pathway for school
leaders which articulates clearly defined roles and development streams for middle
leaders through to experienced principals and provides the opportunity for remuneration,
recognition and allocation of responsibilities appropriate to the role.

20

Provide school leaders with access to a variety of professional learning opportunities
appropriate to their career stage and development needs and recognise and harness the
skills and experience of high-performing principals by enabling them to share their
expertise across schools and throughout the system.

Recommendations
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21 Enhance school and system internal self-review and external quality assurance processes,
for the purposes of monitoring and reviewing student learning gain and achievement.

22 Accelerate the introduction of a national Unique Student Identifier for all students to be
used throughout schooling.

22

Establish an independent institution to coordinate the strategic development of a national
research and evidence base through the sourcing and generating of research, and the
synthesising and promotion of educational evidence that can be easily accessed and
implemented to improve student outcomes.

Recommendations
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“ T h e r e  w a s  a  c a m a r a d e r i e  &  a  c o m m i t m e n t
t o  b e i n g  p r e s e n t  a n d  r e c o g n i s i n g  t h e  v a l u e  

o f  d o i n g  s o m e t h i n g  d i f f e r e n t  t o  w h a t  
t h e y  n o r m a l l y  d o  i n  c l a s s .  

They also showed a clear 
pride in some of their 

achievements 
such as the 
gardening.”

Bellingen High Eat Dirt Teacher
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