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As the principal of Whittington Primary School, I am proud to share the transformative journey our school has undertaken. Nestled in a low socio-economic area, our students face immense challenges daily. But these challenges are not barriers for us; they are the very fuel that drives our relentless pursuit of excellence. Today, I want to highlight how trauma-informed practices, combined with relentless consistency and high expectations, have reshaped our school into a beacon of success. Our journey began with a simple yet profound realisation: Engagement and quality teaching was the keyWe knew that minimising differences across classrooms was crucial for improving learning outcomes. As John Hattie emphasises, this approach lays the groundwork for equity in education. However, we quickly realised that our vision extended far beyond academics. This thinking, this mantra, became the cornerstone of our identity and philosophy.
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Prior to this, wellbeing sat at the forefront – kids are poor – kids are naughty – they can’t learn – when in actual fact the teaching was just a bit shit. The kids were bored! They weren’t engaged! It’s a really hard thing for teachers to turn the lens on themselves and realised that maybe the problem is them, its much easier to place blame. There was also a heavy focus on the wellbeing, this was the focus, not teaching or engagement. So, what is trauma informed practice? It’s a bit of a buzz word. Is it drawing a love heart and writing the names of people you trust in it? NO, it’s a deep understanding of and knowing:Who we are as a schoolWhat we value and stand forWhat our students need to experience successWhat our teachers need to be high-performing and effectiveWhat our families need to know to prepare their children for school and feel a sense of connectednessSo our story might look a little bit different than what you may have expected. For us, trauma informed practice is not the warm and fluffy stuff, it’s the ROUTINE, RHYTHM & REPETITION that shapes our day. It’s the:High Expectations and ConsistencyStrategic Employment of Quality StaffDocumented Process and Structures Providing Tools for SuccessEngagement in LearningResponsive Teaching and Reduced Cognitive Load 
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We recently completed our School Review – the idea of ASPIRATIONS was something that kept coming up for us. Instilling an intrinsic motivation for success was key for us – BUT to do this – to arm our students with the tools they need to face challenges and thrive – OUR ability to understand them as humas and build the capacity of our staff to respond in a trauma informed way was paramount. Dane & Lisa are now going to share with you haw we have achieved success with this approach – how this trauma informed approach to supporting students – backed by these things can lead to learning success and enable us as principals/ as leaders to create and lead high performing schools, where staff, students and communities alike are inspired to achieve success, despite the challenges they may face. 



Relentless consistency

 
• Heading•Routine
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Dane:Routine, Rhythm, Repetition.Everything we do is connected to this way of thinking. We strive for consistency in everything we do as we know this approach reduces the cognitive load for everyone, students, parents and staff.Examples:Berry St Educational Model is an evidence based model that champions the concept of Routine, Rhythm and Repetition BSEM research tells us that this predictability in everything we do calms the nervous system and allows students to learnBSEM research tells us that reducing cognitive load is important in a trauma informed schoolAt Whittington students & staff don’t have to question or second guess anything – it’s always made clear. BUT - We’re more than thatWe teach a process/ routine/ expectation, the RE-TEACH itWe show – through videos/ voice/ photos – both students and staff. We don’t expect people to understand just from a statement in our Whittington Way or PBS Matrix, we make the expectations clear.There is consistency in how we speak, how we move and the way we interact with students & parents – this is clearly documented in the Whittington Way and staff handbooksEverything in the room is the same as everyone else – this helps reduce the load on students having the “best pencil case”. Bron RJ – Responsive Teaching – these practices describe ‘how’ teachers teach – this connects to routine/ rhythm/ repetition as both students and teachers know what to expectSupported by a strong coaching model – Swivl, in room, modelling etc.This Routine, Rhythm and Repetition is trauma informed practice, no-one (students, staff or parents) have to second guess because the expectations are made clear.
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Dane:We know that none of this will work without documentation – The consistency across the school doesn’t happen by accidentWe need to ensure this is documented and clear for everyone. Our Whittington Way describes the micro level – Our Instructional Models and Values and Mission statements guide our overall practice.Staff have input into the creation/development of these models – they are regularly refreshed – Maths ver.3, Reading ver.3This documentation is alive – it’s in our staffroom, classrooms, in the yard, planning sessions – and it’s referred to everyday. Our core business will always be around quality teaching & learning. We work as leaders to ensure that disadvantage is checked at the door. We ensure a calm and orderly learning environment using high quality instruction that meets the needs of all students.Without high quality, evidenced based instructional models we cannot always ensure this is happening. This gives us a bit of a safety net. This clarity and consistency in practice gives us the confidence that we know what is being taught is high quality, It allows our students to engage in high quality learning throughout the day with the safety of a routine that they are familiar with, and that they can experience success with. BUT it also builds the capacity of our staff to be high performing teachers – with clarity on what to teach, how to teach it and an understanding of what quality, evidence-based instruction looks like, our teachers are able to engage students to be aspirational and to achieve success.Lisa is now going to share some of our wellbeing & inclusive practices that support this high level of success we have been able to achieve.
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Our approach to Inclusion/Wellbeing and our trauma informed practices follows the same principles as our teaching and learning… rhythm, repetition and routine. Strong documentation and frameworks are essential in ensuring that all staff are aligned in their understanding and implementation of inclusive and wellbeing practices. This creates a benefit for both staff and students – so when the teachers are effectively supported, they will then be able to effectively support the students in their classroom.The Whittington Primary School Inclusion and Wellbeing Handbook was developed in 2023 to outline and document our inclusion and wellbeing processes. The handbook includes information such as:IEP and SSG expectations, the referral process for students deemed ‘at risk’, the implementation of adjustments and modifications to support students and the referral process for flagging students for our wellbeing officer. The Inclusion and Wellbeing Framework, which sits alongside our school instructional models, clearly identifies the supports in place at Whittington PS at the Tiers 1, 2 and 3 level. This systematic framework ensures that our teachers have access to clear, consistent information that is embedded in our everyday practices to ensure an environment where students feel safe and supported. As you can see, the High Impact Wellbeing Strategies sit as an overarching component to our Framework. These teaching strategies are integral at all Tiers of support and are just what the teachers do on an everyday basis to support our students. Along with the documentation that states the ‘what and where’ the supports sit at our school; a huge component of my role is to provide staff with the necessary skills to be able to implement these inclusive and wellbeing practices in their classrooms. This is the ‘How’…Over the last few years, all staff have engaged in a wide range of professional learning opportunities that foster our whole school Inclusive, wellbeing and trauma informed practices as we know providing professional learning not only empowers educators with the knowledge and skills needed to support every student effectively, but it also takes away the need to second guess as all staff are working in the same space.  The collection and analysis of ABC Data and Interventions and supports for responding to student behaviours- Throughout my journey in this role, I have engaged in a significant amount of professional learning myself and the one thing that continues to stand out is the idea around student behaviour. There is such much research that shows that students do not set out intentionally be ‘naughty’ or ‘bad’. There is always a reason behind the behaviour, and it is up to us as the professionals, to find out what those reasons are and then implement the necessary supports. This is where the collection of ABC data is useful as staff are able to start to see patterns in behaviour and safety and behaviour plans can be developed. These are an integral part of our trauma informed practices as they explicitly document not only the triggers and behaviours a student may display, but they also outline in detail the way in which staff respond when these behaviours may occur. This again provides that consistency and structure that our students need and to be honest, crave. Example: Student A (Isaac)This is a student with extremely complex behaviours both as a result of trauma as well as other psychological factors.The student is funded under a DIP through the modified behaviour pathwayHas a behaviour and safety plan that was created collaboratively with myself, parents, teacher, ES and SSS. The ES has the authority to and skill to support this student, even when tricky conversations need to be had- I am there as additional support for both the ES and the student if and when needed. 
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Now all of this is good in theory, we know our documentation and professional learning is strong. However, as Shannon previously mentioned, our school is located within one of the highest most disadvantaged suburbs in the State. As a result, we understand our students do it really tough at home. As a leadership team, we spend a lot of our time on the phone to Child Protection and other agencies. There is no denying that lots of our students have been exposed to significant trauma. These kids often lack the routine, structure and positive relationships that serve as a vital component to academic and social/emotional success.So how do we, using the documentation and professional knowledge and skills I’ve spoken about, support these students who have suffered significant trauma? Recently, I wrote an educational research paper, as component of my Master’s in Inclusive Education, around the importance of student and teacher relationships, especially those that have experienced trauma.There is a wealth of evidence attesting to the indispensable role of student-teacher relationships in fostering the success of not only the individual student and teacher but also the broader school community. At the beginning of the year, we start the year off with our launch into learning. This is where teachers will explicitly teach the students the routines, expectations and structures we expect to see in our classrooms. While doing this, teachers are establishing and building these important relationships with their students. I’m not talking about just finding out about likes/dislikes (surface level stuff), I’m talking the real ins and outs of the students. Their family dynamics, the way they interact with their peers, what are some barriers that could impact them and their learning. And the teachers are documenting this.. collecting observations and data about each and every student so that they know everything there is to know. This is also a time for teaches to share with our students as well. Teachers need to create a sense of trust with our students and we know that this is something that our students often lack. By the end of our launch into learning at the beginning of the year, our teachers know the students so well that they are able to identify even the smallest of behaviours that may indicate that a student needs extra support that particular day. An example of this- one of our teachers is able to tell from the way one of her students enters the classroom of a morning. Even though he is able to greet her, the way he walks, indicates to her that he has had a bad morning at home, and she needs to respond to this immediately, otherwise he is going to struggle throughout the day. This is trauma informed practice- knowing our kids and responding immediately.Yes, we are firm with both our students and families, making it very clear that we have high expectations both academically and behaviourally, however, our commitment to inclusive education is grounded in a firm belief that every student deserves access to high-quality education, regardless of their background, abilities, or challenges they may face.BSEM relies heavily on the notion or concept of ‘unconditional positive regard’. This is something that all staff at Whittington abide by on a daily basis. 



What does 

• Routine 
• Rhythm 
• Repetition 

look like in your school?
What are some things you are doing really well… 

Any opportunities?
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How do we know it’s working?

Naplan Equity Funded - Numeracy 2019 – Top 2 bands 2024 – strong and exceeding
Grade 3 11% 83%
Grade 5 11% 80%

Naplan High Relative Growth State average 2024 WPS high growth
Reading 25% 36%
Numeracy 24% 55%

Naplan Writing 2019 – Top 2 bands 2024 – strong and exceeding
Grade 3 0% 62%
Grade 5 0% 77%

Equity Funded Students 96 of 144 67%
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So, how do we know this is working?? Equity funded percentages Naplan – writingEquity fundedMathsRelative growth
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Engagement = attendance
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Attendance data DaneWe know it’s working, because our kids are coming to school – we can’t teach if the kids aren’t there. We all experienced a post Covid dip in attendance. One way we have driven a change is by engaging students in experiences that drive excitement in the classroom. Our attendance rate has improved from 88% to 91% in this time.Inquiry lens – Everything we learn is linked together with an inquiry focusWe drive engagement in learning and attendance by starting the week with a hook.For example – digging for gold in the sandpit – students receiving gold licences,Building virtual worlds in MinecraftFake “Car crashes” in the yard“Flights” to foreign countries Lunches at local Italian restaurantsThese approaches engage students and set the scene for their learning.We know that our kids don’t have the language experiences that some others have.We provide opportunities for students to engage authentically in discussion to engage them in their learning. Students are provided with the language to talk about what they have done to ensure they can use language in context appropriately.These approaches (linked with strong, documented absence procedures) have seen an improvement in both student achievement and attendance.



How do we know it’s working?

Parent and carer survey 2019 2023
Promote positive behaviour 87% 100%
General school satisfaction 88% 100%

Attitude to School survey 2019 2024
Effective classroom behaviour 72% 99%
Sense of connectedness 79% 100%
Proud to be a student at this 
school

78% 100%

Staff survey 2019 2023
Collective efficacy 64% 97%
Instructional leadership 62% 93%
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How do we know this is working??StaffCollective efficacy ParentsPositive behaviourGeneral School Satisfaction AToSSBehaviourConnectednessProud – 3 years running
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Dane to tie together the Inclusion and T&L fociCheck the disadvantage at the door.We talk to Child Protection every day, but that doesn’t mean that is our core business.Everything that Lisa described (strong relationships and clear structured supports for students and staff) create a basis to ensure we can maintain high expectations from our students, families and teaching staff.It’s always you – everything is here and provided for you. – Tell this whole storyTaking ownership of what is happening in our classrooms allows us to celebrate the success (as seen in Naplan and survey data), but clear, documented processes allow us to challenge ourselves when students aren’t achieving success and ensure we are providing a high quality learning environment that meets the needs of our students.
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Our commitment to trauma-informed practices, relentless consistency, and high expectations has transformed our school into a nurturing and effective learning environment. As Principals it is our job to set our schools up in a structured, process driven way, that is tight, with high expectations to allow for high quality teaching and learning success, underpinned by effective trauma informed practices. By aligning our actions with our core values and the needs of our students, teachers, and families, we have created a school where everyone can thrive. Our school is a shining example of how success can be achieved through a lens of wellbeing, tied in with quality teaching and high expectations. 



Thank you
Shannon.Cormack@education.vic.gov.au 
Dane.Noble@education.vic.gov.au 
Lisa.Ramsdale@education.vic.gov.au 
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