
LEARNING CURVE 20

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

Supporting students’ learning
Insights from students, parents and teachers

This Learning Curve presents findings from the 
2016 Tell Them From Me school surveys completed 
by primary and secondary students, parents/carers 
and teachers in NSW government schools. One of 
the aims of the surveys is to capture how support 
for learning is experienced at school and in the 
home. Students provide feedback on how much 
support they receive from their teachers and their 
parents/carers, while responses from teachers and 
parent/carers indicate how much support they 
provide in school and at home, respectively. This 
Learning Curve draws on all three perspectives to 
explore the provision of advocacy and support and 
how this varies for different groups of students 
and at different stages of school. 

Key findings

•	 The research evidence highlights that teachers 
and parents/carers are key sources of support for 
learning. Greater levels of support are associated 
with better student academic and wellbeing 
outcomes.

•	 Students’ perceptions of teacher support start 
to decline in the final years of primary school. 
Secondary school students perceive teacher 
support to dip in the middle years of school, 
before improving in Years 11 and 12.

•	 Students’ perceptions of parent support 
decrease over secondary school. This decline is 
observed for both boys and girls, and across all 
socioeconomic groups.

•	 Teachers report that they increase the amount of 
classroom support they provide to students in key 
schooling years (Years 5-6 and Years 10-12).

•	 Parents report a continual decline in the frequency 
of their interactions based around supporting their 
child’s schooling, starting from early primary school.

•	 At primary school, girls report more support at 
school from teachers than boys. The opposite 
occurs in the early and middle years of secondary 
school, with boys reporting more support at 
school than girls.

•	 Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds 
report receiving significantly less support from 
both parents and teachers compared to high 
socioeconomic-status students.
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The NSW Department of Education, through the 
Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 
(CESE), collects student, parent and teacher 
feedback through a suite of surveys known as 
Tell Them From Me.

The student survey is designed to measure 
a range of student outcomes and classroom 
practices, including the support sources available 
to students at school and in the home. Within the 
survey instrument these support-related measures 
are referred to as Advocacy at school and 
Advocacy outside of school:

Advocacy at school refers to the support 
students receive from teachers and other school 
staff who consistently provide encouragement 
and who can be turned to for advice.

Advocacy outside of school refers to the 
support for learning students receive from their 
parents and other family members.

This Learning Curve is accompanied by Supporting 
students’ learning – resources for schools, teachers 
and parents, which provides some strategies for 
creating support frameworks that may be useful 
to schools, teachers and parents/carers. It includes 
two case studies from schools in NSW (one primary 
and one secondary) that demonstrate high levels 
of school advocacy and support for learning 
as reported by their students. The case studies 
illustrate some of the strategies and initiatives to 
which these schools attribute their positive results. 
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Support for learning in NSW
The NSW Department of Education Strategic Plan 2018-
2022 includes the commitment to ensure that every 
student is known, valued and cared for in our schools. 
School advocacy and support for learning are necessary 
components for happy and successful students.

The Tell Them From Me surveys collect data on NSW 
students’ perspectives of their schooling and educational 
experiences. Researchers have often used student voice 
to explore the importance of support from teachers 
and parents (e.g. Cattley 2004, Klem & Connell 2004, 
Rosenfeld et al. 2000, Wang & Eccles 2012). The Tell 
Them From Me teacher and parent surveys allow us 
to widen this perspective to illustrate how support for 
learning is both perceived by, and provided to, students 
as they move through school.

This Learning Curve looks at support for learning from 
the following perspectives:

1.	 How NSW primary students experience support in 
school

2.	 How NSW secondary students experience support in 
school and at home1

3.	 How NSW teachers and parents provide support in 
school and at home

4.	 The difference between boys’ and girls’ experiences of 
support in school and at home 

5.	 The impact of socioeconomic status (SES) on students’ 
experiences of support in school and at home.

1	 Primary students were not asked questions related to support at home.

The importance of support for learning
Alongside effective teaching strategies, students need 
a supportive learning environment to succeed (Centre 
for Education Statistics and Evaluation 2015a). In an 
education context, advocacy and support for learning 
refer to the active consideration and support of students’ 
academic and wellbeing needs. This encompasses 
general support and specific supportive behaviours that 
help students navigate the everyday course of school life 
(Malecki & Demaray 2002). 

Research demonstrates that:

•	 Students’ perceptions of supportive teachers and 
parents have a positive association with their 
outcomes, such as academic performance, sense of 
belonging and overall wellbeing (Murray-Harvey & 
Slee 2007, OECD 2017). 

•	 Perceived support from both teachers and parents 
can also protect against the declines in student 
engagement that occur during secondary school years 
(Wang & Eccles 2012). 

•	 While teacher support has a central role in influencing 
positive school outcomes, such as school satisfaction 
and academic self-efficacy (belief in one’s ability to 
accomplish a task; Bandura 1997), it must be paired 
with parent support to have the greatest impact on 
school outcomes (Rosenfeld et al. 2000).

•	 Students learn better when the home and school 
environments form complementary and supportive 
roles for learning (Epstein & Sheldon 2006).



NSW initiatives to improve 
student learning and support

The NSW Wellbeing Framework for 
Schools highlights the department’s 
commitment to supporting students to 
connect, succeed and thrive at each stage 
of their development and learning. All NSW 
public schools are required to have a planned 
approach to wellbeing that incorporates the 
elements of the Wellbeing Framework. 

The Supported Students, Successful 
Students initiative provides schools with 
enhanced resources to support the relevant 
needs of all students. It aims to proactively 
develop student character and wellbeing; 
help create safer school environments; 
counter inappropriate behaviours, such as 
cyber-bullying; and help schools to engage 
more effectively with vulnerable students. 

The NSW Anti-bullying Strategy brings 
together evidence-based resources and 
information to support NSW schools, parents 
and carers, and students to prevent and 
respond to bullying.
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Tell Them From Me (TTFM) is an online survey 
system that captures the views of students, teachers 
and parents. The three surveys provide valid and reliable 
data on academic experiences to help improve student 
outcomes. The analyses reported in this Learning Curve 
use data from the TTFM surveys collected during Term 
3, 2016 (Figure A).

The student survey collects data on how much primary 
(Years 4 to 6) and secondary (Years 7 to 12) school 
students feel supported by teachers in their school. 
Additionally, secondary students are also asked how 
often parents or other family members provide school-
related support at home.

The parent and teacher surveys are administered 
annually in Term 3 at the same time as the student 
surveys. In the parent surveys, parents or family 
members are asked how frequently they provide 
support to their child at home. In the teacher survey, 
NSW teachers are asked to what extent they support 
their students in the classroom. In these surveys, the 
main respondent (parent/family member; teacher) is 
asked to indicate what school stage their student is 
currently enrolled in, ranging from Kindergarten to 
Year 12, in order to disaggregate data by school stage.

Figure A: Number of students, parents and teachers who provided responses from NSW government 
primary and secondary schools.

Primary Schools Secondary Schools

814 188

12,682 90,690 
Students from 
Years 4 to 6

33,579 9,566 81,098 
Students from 
Years 7 to 12

14,499
Teachers Parents Teachers Parents
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Supporting students’ learning: How is 
this measured?

The TTFM student surveys ask primary and 
secondary NSW students how much they 
experience general or specific supportive behaviours 
at school and in the home. These range from an 
involvement in school life (e.g. ‘My parents/carers… 
are interested in my school assignments’) to being 
available as a source of support (e.g. ‘My teachers… 
talk to me about any problems I might have at 
school’). These items form the TTFM measures 
‘Advocacy at School’ and ‘Advocacy Outside of 
School’, and represent the amount of support – in 
terms of having someone who consistently provides 
encouragement and can be turned to for advice – 
that students self-report in these contexts.

In the TTFM teacher and parent surveys, 
support is measured by the extent to which 
teachers and parents support children’s 
engagement with learning through actions such 
as encouraging learning objectives (e.g. ‘I help 
students set challenging learning goals’) and 
fostering positive school attitudes (e.g. ‘I encourage 
my child to do well at school’). In the TTFM surveys, 
these items form the measures ‘Learning Culture’ 
and ‘Parents Support Learning at Home’ within the 
teacher and parent surveys, respectively. 

The statistical technique factor analysis is used to 
derive a single index score from the survey items 
that ask about support. For example, the TTFM 
measure Advocacy at School in the primary student 
survey contains five questions that ask students to 
what extent their teachers are providing a range 
of supportive behaviours at school. Factor analysis 
is applied to these individual items to calculate a 
single score that represents the standardised and 
weighted average of these five TTFM items. 

Using this method, we can produce a standardised 
support-for-learning index score for every student, 
parent and teacher who completed the relevant 
survey questions. These index scores are scaled so 
that the middle point is zero (has a mean of 0 and a 
standard deviation of 1) and represents an average 
(NSW) level of support. Positive scores indicate 
a higher level of support than the average and 
negative scores indicate a level of support that is 
below average. 

1. Trends in support across primary school: 
Support from teachers declines across 
primary school years
The Tell Them From Me primary student survey results 
show that students’ perceptions of teacher support 
decline significantly each year from Year 4 to Year 6 
(Figure 1). Research from Europe also finds a similar 
decline in students’ perception of teacher support 
starting in primary schools and continuing into 
secondary school (Bru et al. 2010). 

Having teacher support in primary schools is important 
for longer-term outcomes. Students with low levels of 
teacher support in primary school are twice as likely 
to be disengaged from school (Klem & Connell 2004). 
Disengagement early in schooling flows on to affect 
academic motivation in secondary school (Gottfried et 
al. 2001). More positively, research finds that students 
who do feel supported by their teachers, particularly 
as they transition from primary to secondary school, 
are more positive towards schoolwork and experience 
better wellbeing (Bru et al. 2010).

Figure 1: Support received from teachers at 
primary school, responses from the primary 
student survey (‘Advocacy at School’ measure)
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Note: symbol ( ) denotes a significant difference in the level of 
support from the previous school year. The ‘average’ is for all students 
in Years 4-6 in NSW government schools.
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What does ‘Advocacy at School’ look like 
at Whalan Public School?

Whalan Public School (WPS), located in Mt Druitt, 
western Sydney, highlights how listening to their 
students is central to how WPS fosters strong 
advocacy at school. Staff focus on nurturing 
their students’ interests and wellbeing which, in 
turn, feeds engagement and perseverance in the 
classroom. WPS embeds whole-school approaches 
focused on consistency and familiarity to create 
supportive learning environments. Having their 
teachers deliver a consistent classroom strategy 
helps to alleviate student anxiety as it provides 
familiar learning frameworks year on year.

For further details about the WPS approach to 
advocacy and support for learning, refer to the 
companion publication. 

What does ‘Advocacy at School’ look like 
at Sir Joseph Banks High School?

Sir Joseph Banks High School (SJBHS), located 
in Revesby, south-west Sydney, has focused on 
building strong relationships and coordinated 
student support systems within the school. The 
school’s Learning and Support Team ensures that 
every student has a tailored path to support as 
soon as they join the school. SJBHS has strong links 
with local universities and businesses to ensure that 
its students are supported with opportunities that 
promote high expectations and aspirations. 

For further details about the SJBHS approach to 
advocacy and support for learning, refer to the 
companion publication. 

2. Trends in support across secondary 
school years: Support from teachers dips 
in early secondary school years while 
support from parents steadily declines
Results from the Tell Them From Me secondary student 
survey show changing levels of teacher and parent 
support across schooling years (Figure 2). Perceived 
teacher support dips notably from Year 7 to Year 9, 
before improving from Year 10. In Years 11 and 12, 
teacher support picks up considerably, almost to the 
level seen when students first enter secondary school.

NSW students report significant declines in the level 
of support experienced at home across the early and 
middle years of secondary school (Figure 2). Students in 
Years 10 to 12 report relatively lower parental support 
when compared to students in the earlier years of 
secondary school. Describing a similar trend, Muller 
and Saulwick (2006) found that Australian parental 
engagement in schooling and education starts to 
decline as early as primary school. 

Figure 2: Support received from teachers and 
parents across school years, responses from the 
secondary student survey (‘Advocacy at School’ 
and ‘Advocacy Outside of School’ measures)
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Note: symbols ( and ) denote a significant difference in the level of 
support from the previous school year. The ‘average’ is for all students 
in Years 7-12 in NSW government schools. 
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3. Teachers and students report varying 
levels of support at certain times in 
primary and secondary school
The Tell Them From Me teacher survey data show that, 
on average, primary school teachers report that they 
provide higher levels of support for their students than do 
secondary school teachers. In both primary and secondary 
school, teachers report an increase in the level of support 
they provide towards the final years (Figure 3), suggesting 
that teachers are more involved with older students who 
are transitioning to the next educational stage.

To capture how support is experienced in schools, the 
TTFM surveys ask teachers to what extent they provide a 
supportive learning culture in the classroom (e.g. ‘I help 
students set challenging learning goals’), while students 
are asked to feed back on how much their teachers 
provide more general learning and emotional support (e.g. 
‘My teacher listens to what I have to say’). The data show 
that teachers offer more supportive classroom practices, 
such as providing feedback and goal setting, towards the 
later years of primary and secondary education compared 
to the earlier years. From the students’ perspective, 
however, more pastoral forms of teacher support, such as 
having someone to talk to and feeling cared for, generally 
declines at primary school. In secondary school, this picks 
up in the final years. 

The parent survey data shows that parental support starts 
to decline early in primary school and continues declining 
through secondary school. The decline reported by parents 
mirrors the student perspective (Figures 2 and 4). One 
possible explanation for this decline is the complexity of 
the high school curriculum, which can be daunting for 
parents and may deter them from getting involved with 
their child’s schooling (Chen 2008). For instance, a quarter 
of Australian parents report that they are not comfortable 
helping their child with maths at high school levels 
(Westpac Banking Corporation 2017).

Figure 3: Provision of support in school by 
teachers across stages of learning, responses 
from the teacher survey (‘Learning Culture’ 
measure)
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Note: symbol ( ) denotes a significant difference in the level of 
support from the previous school year. The ‘average’ is for all teachers 
in Years K-12 in NSW government schools.

Figure 4: Provision of support at home by parent 
or family member across stages of learning, 
responses from the parent survey (‘Parents 
Support Learning at Home’ measure)
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Note: symbol ( ) denotes a significant difference in the level of 
support from the previous school year. The ‘average’ is for all parents 
with children in Years K-12 in NSW government schools.
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What the evidence says about ...

Teachers
Teachers have an important role to play in ensuring 
that students are known, valued and cared for at 
school. One element of this is being accessible to 
students for both academic and personal attention 
(Alder 2002). Klem and Connell (2004) found 
teacher support to be most influential in the early 
years of secondary school, where students who 
report high levels of teacher support are almost 
twice as likely to report better engagement, such 
as paying attention in class, and coping with 
challenging school-related events, such as receiving 
a poor grade. 

Teacher support also plays a significant role in 
facilitating the successful transition from primary 
to secondary school (Centre for Education Statistics 
and Evaluation 2017a). The current findings, 
however, indicate that NSW students in later 
primary education feel less supported at school 
compared to earlier years, despite their teachers 
reporting increasing levels of classroom support for 
older students. It may be that they are not receiving 
a particular type of support needed for early 
adolescents preparing for changes in their school 
life (Eccles et al. 1993). Some evidence suggests 
that emotionally supportive behaviours from 
teachers have a greater effect on student success 
than support focused on helping with academic 
progress (Malecki & Demaray 2003). At these key 
developmental and transitional stages, school 
teachers may need to strike a balance between 
providing emotional support (e.g. ‘My teacher cares 
about me’) and instrumental support (e.g. ‘My 
teacher is interested in my school assignments’). 

What the evidence says about ...

Parents
The most consistent relationship reported in 
the literature is between ‘parents talking with 
their child about school’ and positive school 
achievement (Shute et al. 2011). Recent PISA 
findings show that Australian 15-year-olds who 
report that their parents are interested in their 
school activities performed significantly better 
in science, even after accounting for student SES 
(OECD 2017). The PISA report also shows students 
whose parents spend time talking with them score, 
on average, 10 points higher than those whose 
parents don’t. Researchers suggest that having 
a source of support at home fosters a child’s 
motivation for achievement and reinforces the 
value of schooling (Gonzalez-DeHass et al. 2005). 

As children get older and become more 
independent, parents may become less involved 
with their child’s learning (Jeynes 2007). But 
research shows that general parental engagement, 
such as having discussions about school or 
interacting with the school directly, is associated 
with better student achievement than direct 
supervision of learning (Sui-Chu & Willms 1996). In 
other words, parental or family involvement that is 
supportive (e.g. discussing the problems of school) 
rather than supervisory (e.g. checking homework) 
has a more positive effect on learning (Jeynes 
2007, Emerson et al. 2012). Rather than frequent 
and direct parent-student involvement, having an 
approachable and communicative parent or family 
member may be more crucial – particularly for 
the later years as students move towards greater 
independence and autonomy. 
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4. Girls’ and boys’ experiences of teacher 
support differ 
In primary school, girls perceive greater levels of support 
from their teachers than boys (Figure 5). This pattern 
changes in the early and middle years of secondary 
school, when girls in Years 7 to 10 report lower teacher 
support compared to their male counterparts. However, 
the difference between genders closes in the later years 
of schooling with boys and girls experiencing rising levels 
of support in Years 11 and 12.

Figure 5: Support received at school reported by 
boys and girls, responses from the primary and 
secondary student survey (‘Advocacy at School’ 
measure)
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Note: symbol (u) denotes significant gender differences at each school 
year level. Averages are reported separately for students in Years 4-6 
and students in Years 7-12, respectively.

The TTFM secondary student survey asks students 
how frequently they receive support from a parent or 
family member at home2. Results indicate that girls start 
secondary school with higher parent support in Year 7 
than boys (Figure 6). In subsequent years, the significant 
gender difference disappears, with parental support 
among girls and boys decreasing in a similar fashion. 

2	 These questions were not asked in the primary student survey.

Figure 6: Support received at home reported by 
boys and girls, responses from the secondary 
student survey (‘Advocacy Outside of School’ 
measure)
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Note: symbol (u) denotes significant gender differences at each school 
year level. The ‘average’ is for all students (girls and boys combined) in 
Years 7-12 in NSW government schools.
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Figure 7: Support received at school by student 
SES, responses from the primary and secondary 
student survey (‘Advocacy at School’ measure)
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Note: symbols () denote significant SES differences at each school 
year among low- and high-SES students. Averages are reported 
separately for students (all SES groups combined) in Years 4-6 and 
students in Years 7-12, respectively.

What the evidence says about ...

Gender
International research finds that girls generally 
report greater levels of teacher and parental support 
than boys (Lam et al. 2012). However, there is some 
discussion about gender differences in the preferred 
sources of support, how this support is used, and 
what type of support is required (Cheng & Chan 
2004, Rueger et al. 2010).

Some studies find that girls are more likely to 
utilise peer networks as sources of support in the 
early secondary school years, turning towards their 
friends and classmates rather than their teachers 
(Danielsen et al. 2009, Rueger et al. 2010). Other 
research suggests that boys may dominate teacher 
attention at school, particularly in secondary school 
(Merrett & Wheldall 1992). It is important to note 
that, while support in school is often cited as a 
positive interaction, a teacher may be required to 
provide more support when a student is struggling 
or disengaged in the classroom (Beaman et al. 2006, 
Younger et al. 1999). Previous TTFM research finds 
that boys are more likely to demonstrate active 
disengagement and disruptive behaviours in the 
classroom compared to girls (Centre for Education 
Statistics and Evaluation 2017b). The gender 
differences reported in the current Learning Curve 
could indicate that school teachers in NSW are 
intervening to address boys’ engagement trends in 
early secondary school with increased academic and 
pastoral support. 

Interactions focused on supporting boys may 
impact on the support available to girls who are 
thought to be more compliant and quieter in the 
classroom. This may mean that some girls require 
greater levels of support in the form of prompting 
and encouragement to facilitate participation and 
engagement (Jones & Myhill 2004).

5. Disadvantaged students feel less 
supported by teachers and parents
In NSW, there is a large disadvantage gap between low- 
and high-SES students and their perceptions of support 
in school and at home (Figures 7 and 8). This gap is 
observed across genders, school years, and when taking 
into account school-level SES (calculated from the Family 
Occupation and Education Index; Centre for Education 
Statistics and Evaluation 2013).

These findings echo Australian and international research 
that indicates disadvantaged students are likely to report 
less frequent exposure to quality teaching practices and 
interactions with their parents (OECD 2012, 2017). SES 
seems to impact students’ experience of teacher and 
parent support similarly.
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Figure 8: Support received at home by student 
SES, responses from the secondary student 
survey (‘Advocacy Outside of School’ measure)
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Note: symbols () denote significant SES differences at each school 
year among low- and high-SES students. The ‘average’ is for all 
students (all SES groups combined) in Years 7-12.

What the evidence says about ...

Overcoming socioeconomic 
disadvantage
The research points out care and support within 
school as vital catalysts for engagement, especially 
for students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Felner 
et al. 2007, Rumberger 2011). TTFM data shows that 
supportive school and home contexts are correlated 
with a positive sense of belonging among all students. 
However, the most recent PISA report demonstrates 
that low-SES students report significantly lower 
levels of belonging at school than high-SES students 
in Australia and internationally (OECD 2017). Taken 
together, the findings may suggest that low-SES 
students experience a lack of connectedness to 
school in part because they feel less supported by 
their teachers (Devlin et al. 2012). Crucially, however, 
international results identify that disadvantaged 
students from schools and countries who learn in a 
climate characterised by high expectations and good 
teacher-student relationships tend to achieve better 
results (OECD 2012). 

Parental and family support is associated with 
better student outcomes. However, the PISA 
report also highlights that fewer socioeconomically 
disadvantaged students have parents who 
are involved and supportive of their school 
and educational activities compared to their 
socioeconomically advantaged counterparts (OECD 
2017). Importantly, some studies have found that 
improving parent involvement can significantly offset 
the engagement and achievement gap between 
students of differing SES. A longitudinal study from 
the United States found that the positive effect of 
school-related discussions – on topics such as school 
programs and class content – between parents and 
children was large enough to reduce the gap between 
low- and high-SES students’ engagement by halving 
truancy and increasing positive homework behaviour 
among low-SES students (McNeal 2014). 
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Conclusion

The suite of TTFM surveys allows us to compare multiple 
perspectives on advocacy and support for learning. The 
student surveys show perceived pastoral and academic 
support from teachers starts to fall in the final years 
of primary school. In secondary school, a large ‘Year 9 
dip’ is prevalent, before perceived support picks up in 
the final years. Support from parents at home steadily 
declines, starting from early primary school and through 
secondary school. While the difference between boys’ 
and girls’ experiences of support in school and at home 
are relatively modest, there is a large disadvantage gap 
between low- and high‑SES students. 

Our findings indicate that NSW teachers and students 
alike feel that support in schools only increases 
significantly towards the end of secondary school, 
suggesting that advocacy and support for learning at 
school could be strengthened during the early and middle 
years of secondary school. 

This trend has also previously been found across student 
engagement measures such as positive behaviour and 
academic interest (Centre for Education Statistics and 
Evaluation 2015b). One way for schools to combat 
student disengagement might be to encourage teachers 
to promote more supportive teacher-student relationships 
in the crucial transition period between primary and 
secondary school. 

There is also need for a partnership between home and 
school to foster supportive learning environments. This 
Learning Curve shows parents’ involvement in school 
declines notably over school years. Schools could help 
boost parental confidence and understanding of their 
child’s schooling, for instance, by providing resources to 
better inform parents about curriculum and the activities 
that happen at school. The accompanying case studies of 
Whalan Public School and Sir Joseph Banks High School 
describe the strategies these schools have used to achieve 
high levels of advocacy and support for learning at school 
and strong home-school partnerships for their students.
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