
 

The impact a high-engagement school environment has on
learning

As parents, we want our children to be enthusiastic about their learning and enjoy their day-to-day schooling experiences
as much as possible. Overall, we aim for them to love their school. Many parents assume that this will happen automatically
when we enrol them in a reputable brick-and-mortar school with good facilities, getting their education in the midst of a
dynamic and committed school community. However, you can tick all those boxes about the school, and still find that your
child is simply not engaged in their learning, or in their school social life.
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Why is high engagement important for learning?

Educational psychologist, Angela Hough says, “A child’s engagement is crucial to their learning. Children can learn facts,
but without engaging and having an experience or learning to apply the knowledge - then those facts do not have purpose
or meaning. Transformative learning is about the need to create meaning from the learning experience. Therefore, I would
encourage learning that involves experiences, embodiment, sharing and communicating learning. Experiential learning is
the process of learning through experience. Usually, the more involved a child is in their school and class, and the more
that they ‘own’ their learning, then the happier they are and the more they learn.”

High engagement in a learning context is also impacted by a child’s engagement in the school’s social context. Hough says,
“Peer relationships and teacher-learner relationships are also vital for a child’s sense of self-worth, belonging and well-
being. Generally, the more a child feels valued for who they are, and the more they feel included, the happier they are, and
the more they are able to contribute and experience. Therefore, encouraging positive relationship skills in schools is vital.
This can be modelled, taught, encouraged and facilitated.”

There are many reasons why children may not be optimally engaged in their learning. In the classroom, teachers ‘teach to
the middle’, inevitably leaving some behind and marooning others out front. Children become disengaged from their
learning when they are frustrated with what is going on for them in the classroom. Difficulties in their school social
relationships also impact on children’s engagement with their learning, as do challenges in their home lives. Physical and
mental health impact on our abilities to be engaged in learning, as does neurodiversity such as ADHA, the Autism spectrum
and learning difficulties.
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Why high engagement cannot be left to chance

Principal of a high-engagement online school, Mark Anderson spent most of his teaching career in brick-and-mortar
schools. Now as a co-founder of Koa Academy, he is clear about dispelling the myths when it comes to high-engagement
learning environments. “Engagement does not happen automatically in any one specific type of school,” he says. “There
are some physical schools which do a great job of having a highly engaging learning environment, while others don't. The
same is true for online schools, home-schools, and every other type of school in between. Every child is also unique in how
they go about engaging with others and their learning. What might be a great fit for one person might just not work as well
for another. What this means for parents, is that when it comes to their school choices, they need to not only evaluate the
school, its standing and its values; but do so in the context of what suits their unique child best.”

Anderson continues, “In my experience, we have to be really intentional about how we approach learning if we are to
maintain high levels of engagement. This means that whether they are physical or online, schools need to have a clear goal
to facilitate the high engagement of diverse learners; while parents have the intention to choose a high engagement learning
environment for their children.”

Koa Academy addresses the need for high-engagement learning through its structure of pods of eight learners interacting
every day with their teacher and each other. Anderson says, “If we are going to maintain high engagement, both
academically and socio-emotionally, in the online space then we need to be able to connect with each other. Everyone
must be seen; and everyone must be heard. And that can only happen in small groups. Our pods are small groups who see
each other every school day and get to build meaningful relationships. It also means that the teacher sees every learner as
an individual, and not just a face in a crowd, resulting in high levels of support and accountability. Learning paths can be
individualised, such as we have customised timetables and enrichment paths that lean into each individual's interests. Every
child's progress is easily tracked; strengths and challenges are addressed so that they don't get left behind or find
themselves bored and frustrated.”

Learning through doing and learning through reflection

Learning is not simply listening to a teacher standing up in front and telling you the facts. You may remember those facts
afterwards, but that’s just remembering. Learning can happen when you do something with the facts you retain, and when
you reflect on those facts and your experience of doing something with them. That is your pathway to finding meaning in
those facts, which is learning.

How does this work in practice?

Learning through reflection - Anderson says, “In traditional schooling, formal tests can be learning killers! Why? Because
for the vast majority of kids, when they get their test mark it automatically signals the end of learning. A good mark means
no more to learn, while a bad mark equals you're not good at this, and now we're moving on. That's why we love the
mastery-based approach. In most of our courses, there are opportunities to loop back until a child has shown mastery. It
doesn't matter whether you get 20% or 80%, you are going to loop back and master that section. And everyone does,



building confidence and teaching them the importance of reflecting on their own learning. We also do a lot of reflective
feedback during our Check-in times with the teacher.”

Can online school provide socio-emotional learning?

Hough says, “High engagement in learning is not just about the academic experiences. School is a vital place of socio-
emotional learning for children. We want them to develop optimally through their relationships with peers and friends, as
well as their interactions with teachers who can model positive social behaviours, teach important societal values and be
guides when it comes to developing relationship skills and emotional intelligence.”

For our young generations, there’s also the consideration that they are digital natives destined to inhabit an increasingly
digital world, and therefore they also need to learn the ropes when it comes to interacting in responsible and positive ways
in the online environment.

Anderson says, “No matter what school you choose, socio-emotional skills can't be taught through a curriculum as if they
are hard skills like learning long division. They have to be learnt over time through modelling, practice and coaching. Our
daily Morning Connect sessions are when we get to really focus on this type of learning. We run activities focused on key
skills and constantly provide opportunities for the kids to interact with each other in a safe, supportive and carefully
facilitated environment. This learning is also age appropriate. As they get older, our learners have more opportunities to
operate independently and lead others, all still under the consistent guidance of our teachers. We also run regular online
socials as well as learner-led Koa Clubs where they can share their interests with each other.”

Setting your child on the path of life-long learning

What is clear is that when it comes to a high engagement learning environment, it’s not a question of one type of school
over another. Rather, high engagement is a consideration and an intention shaping the school ethos, structure and day-to-
day activities, whether brick-and-mortar or online. Small group learning environments have the advantage of much more
easily ensuring that everyone is contributing and feeling valued. Individualised learning that caters to learners’ different
strengths helps to boost their engagement. The parent-teacher-school relationship also has an important role to play, and
the communication channel here needs to be wide open and set in the context of collaboration.

Anderson says, “For parents, it’s important that our children’s school experiences set them up in positive ways for life-long
learning. Technological innovation is going to continue to rapidly disrupt and transform our world. Many of our children will
grow up to do work that doesn’t exist at this time. Traditional career paths across many industries are being disrupted all the
time. It’s no longer a simple linear thing that you study this, and then do that job for life. For our children, learning to be life-
long learners won’t be a benefit, but a necessity.”

Hough concludes, “It is important for children to know how they learn, how to participate in their learning and to enjoy this
experience so that they are motivated to learn optimally over their lifetimes.”
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